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Abstract

This thesis is about strangeness and strangers in the Magamat of Hariri; an Arabic work of
literary fiction from the 6+/12» century, featuring a lettered man pursuing a trickster in fifty
episodic narratives to collect his rare words, sophisticated compositions, and curious accounts.
A key element of the magama genre, as noted by Abt Ishaq Ibrahim ibn ‘Alf al-Husr in the
5¢/11n century, is its strangeness. Al-HarirT accentuates this element and employs it in two dif-
ferent aspects of his magamat: the vocabulary, and the trickster’s relationship to space. The
first aspect of unusual vocabulary combines Bedouin terms, curses, argot, and jargon, which
Arabic lexicography categorizes as gharib: “strange” or “rare.” The second manifests in the
relationship of human experience with space, meaning the act of moving from one location to
another, being in isolation or exile, away from home and familiarity, trading curiosities, col-
lecting unusual anecdotes, and being a gharib, a stranger. The Haririyya readers during the
premodern period of Islam recognized the strangeness of al-Harir1’s language and widely ap-
preciated it. Their Nahdawr (Arabic modernist) counterparts objected to the literary model this
feature represented, along with the Haririyya’s immorality, ornate language, and repetitive
plots. They sought to replace it with a literary style that was closer to European literature. This
shift was a direct consequence of the influence of early modern European scholarship on Clas-
sical Arabic literature, especially al-Hariri. Against the grain of early Orientalist and modernist
readings, | argue that the Haririyya makes more sense, from an aesthetic, intellectual, and lit-
erary standpoint, when it is read and appraised according to its own terms, particularly through
the reception paradigm its first readers adopted. That paradigm has been neglected also in much
of contemporary scholarship. Owing to the assumption that traveling and moving in space is a
“hollow frame’’ in the magama genre, scholarship has until recently exhibited a lackluster
engagement with the element of gharib (the strange) in the Haririyya, especially spatial
strangeness. | argue that linguistic gharaba (rare words and difficult expressions) and physical
ghurba (being a stranger) are interdependent and strongly dependent on each other in the
Haririyya. Only a stranger who comes from a distant land can fulfill the audience’s obsessive
desire for curiosities, wondrous accounts, and exotic vocabulary, which always exists else-
where. The Haririyya makes liberal use of the double-entendre, and the interdependence of the

two is also a double-entendre: only a gharib (stranger) can provide the gharib (rare vocabu-

lary).



Abstrakt

Diese Dissertation handelt Gber Fremdheit und Fremde in den Magamat des al-Harirt, einem
Werk der arabischen literarischen Fiktion aus dem 6./12. Jahrhundert. In 50 episodischen
Erzahlungen treffen sich ein gelehrter Literat und ein Trickster, wobei der Erstere die seltenen
Worte, geistreichen Kompositionen und seltsamen Begebenheiten des Letzteren aufzeichnet.
Ein Schlisselelement des magama-Genres ist, wie schon von Abt Ishaq Ibrahim ibn “Alf al-
Husr1 im 5./11. Jahrhundert beobachtet hat, ein Fokus auf das Fremde, Rare und Seltsame
(gharib). Al-Hariri gibt diesem Element Nachdruck und setzt ihn auf zweierlei Art und Weise
in seinen magamat ein: im Wortschatz und in der Beziehung des Tricksters mit Raum. Der
seltene Wortschatzes vereint Ausdriicke der Beduinen, Beschimpfungen, Gaunersprache, und
Jargon. Diese werden in der arabischen Lexikografie unter der Kategorie gharib, ,seltsam®

(13

oder ,rar“ zusammengefasst. Die Beziechung der Menschlichen Erfahrung mit Raum
manifestiert sich im Akt der Bewegung von einem Ort zum anderen, im Zustand der Isolation
und des Exils weit weg von Heim und gewohnter Umgebung, im Handel mit Kuriositéten, in
der Sammlung seltsamer Anekdoten, und darin, ein gharib, ein Fremder zu sein. Vormoderne
Leser der Haririya erkannten und schitzten die Fremdheit bzw. die Raritit der Sprache Hariris.
Ihre Erben in der arabischen Moderne (Nahda) lehnten dieses literarische Model ab, und
wandten sich gegen den unmoralischen Inhalt, die ornamentierte Sprache und die
schablonenhafte Handlung der Haririya. Sie suchten einen literarische Stil zu entwickeln, der
européischen Literaturen néher stand. Dieser Wandel war eine direkte Folge des Einflusses der
frihmodernen européischen Forschung zur arabischen Literatur. Im Gegensatz zu den
Pramissen der friihen orientalistischen und Modernistischen Rezeption argumentiere ich, dass
wir die Haririya asthetisch, intellektuell und literarisch besser verstehen, wenn wir sie nach
ihren eigenen Kriterien lesen und schatzen und das Rezeptionsparadigma ihrer friithen Leser
iibernehmen. Durch die Annahme, Reise und Bewegung im Raum seien ein ,hohler
Handlungsrahmen* im magama-Genre, hat die Forschung bis vor Kurzem das Element des
gharib und inshesondere das Fremdsein im Raum in der Haririya nur im Vorbeigehen
diskutiert. Ich argumentiere, dass sprachliche gharaba (seltene Worter und seltsame
Ausdricke) und materielle ghurba (ein Fremder sein) in der Haririya voneinander abhéngen
und aufeinander angewiesen sind. Nur ein Fremder, aus einem fremden Land kommend, kann
das obsessive Verlangen des Publikums nach Kuriositaten, wundersamen Berichten und
exotischem Wortschatz erfiillen, die immer nur anderswo existieren. Die Haririya macht

grolRzugigen Gebrauch vom Doppelsinn, und auch die gegenseitige Abhéngigkeit der zwei



Aspekte ist ein Doppelsinn: nur ein gharib (Fremder) kann gharib (fremden Wortschatz)

beschaffen.



To Tricksters and Strangers



“[T]rickster is a boundary-crosser. Every group has its edge, its sense of in and out, and trick-
sters are always there, at the gates of the city and the gates of life, making sure there is com-
merce. He also attends the internal boundaries by which groups articulate their social life. We
constantly distinguish—right and wrong, sacred and profane, clean and dirty, male and female,
young and old, living and dead—and in every case trickster will cross the line and confuse the
distinction.” Lewis Hyde, Trickster Makes this World: Mischief, Myth, and Art.

“Listen, you! The stranger is he whose camels’ [guiding] sun has set, from whose lovers and
foes he has become estranged, who makes strange his words and deeds, who goes far in his
comings and goings, and whose shirt and rags he wears far too long. ... Listen! Thou art the

stranger in what you mean.” Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Isharat al-ilahiyya
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Abbreviations

ElI2 The Encyclopaedia of Islam, new [second] edition

EI3 The Encyclopaedia of Islam, third edition

EAL Meisami and Starkey, Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature
M magama

Mt.  magamat



Notes

For Magamat al-Hamadhanit, 1 use Muhammad ‘Abduh’s edition from 1898. For the
magama he omitted and the others whose parts he censored, | use the recent work by
Orfali and Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhani: Authorship,
Text, and Contexts.

If not indicated, all translations are my own. For the Haririyya, | use the translation by

Chenery and Steingass, because it is a complete translation and is the most faithful to
the original. Thomas Chenery translated and published 26 of al-Hariri’s magamat in
1867. He died in 1884 before he could translate the rest, for lack of funding. In 1898,
Steingass took over the task and translated the remaining magamat. The two transla-
tions are published in two volumes under the title The Assemblies of al-Harirr.
Transliterations follow the conventions of the International Journal of Middle East
Studies (IJMES).

Islamic hijrt dates, alongside common era dates, are used only for the context of the

premodern period of Islam.
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Introduction
In the Beginning was the Magama

When I was 13 or 14 years old, I chanced upon my uncle’s old schoolbooks. Among them, 1
found a Moroccan high school textbook from 1982. It was called nusiis adabiyya, or literary
texts. The textbook was arranged in ascending order of difficulty, proceeding from easy to
difficult texts. It opens with newspaper articles, then moves to letters, literary prose texts, and
poetry, before concluding with examples from the hadith tradition and the magamat. All the
words were familiar, except for one: magama. Checking the corresponding section, | found a
text by Badi' al-Zaman al-Hamadhani (d. 398/1008), entitled al-Magama al-Dinariyya. The
plot was hilarious: a rich man called ‘Isa ibn Hisham challenges two beggars to insult one
another. The one that will cause the most offense will receive a dinar as a prize. The two beg-
gars jump on the opportunity and compose long series of creative and witty insults, such as:
“O dog in strife! O monkey on the carpet! O pumpkin with pulse! O less than nothing! O fumes
of naphtha! O stench of the armpit! O tartar of teeth! Of filth of the ears!”! Astonished at their
impudence and unable to choose the most insolent of them, ‘Isa ibn Hisham throws the dinar
between the two beggars and leaves. After reading the text, | came up with a tentative definition
for the magama: it must be an old word to designate a humorous anecdote about beggars ex-
changing insults for money.

A few years later, in 2010, | encountered another magama, this time in my own high
school curriculum. The main theme of the didactic unit was “Literary Prose from the Abbasid
period.” The selected magama was by Abii Muhammad al-Qasim ibn ‘Al al-Harir1 (d. 516/
1122). 1 do not recall the title of this particular magama nor its plot. | remember, however, that
it was preceded by an introductory note stating that it belonged to the period of decadence ( ‘asr
al-inhitar), in which the literati composed meaningless and ornate texts, focusing on form,
badi* (figures of speech), and rhyme (saj ‘). Each time we inquired about the meaning of an
ambiguous term, and they were many, the teacher would refer to this preface. Al-Hariri’s
magama was taught as a sample of old writing, and understanding it was only secondary, if not
optional. To the classroom, al-HarirT was both linguistically and chronologically alien; an ar-

chaic figure that we hoped to never encounter in the exam.

! Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, al-Magamat, translated by W. J. Prendergast (Madras:
S.P.C.K. Press, 1915), 166.
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Reading al-Hariri’s ambiguous episode, I started questioning my earlier understanding
of the genre. Perhaps the magamat were not only an exchange of funny insults but also of
strange and learned terms. They were certainly not humorous, because humor was not supposed
to be this hard! Perhaps they were indeed funny but al-Harr1 did not know how to write humor.
| retained my skepticism about the magama genre and my prejudices against al-Hariri for years,
even starting to work on this dissertation believing that his work was incomprehensible, unin-
telligible, and untranslatable. Little did I know that I was simply joining a long line of scholars
and intellectuals who since the 18~ century had depicted al-Harir1 as “flowery,” “laborious,”
“stupid,” and “decadent,” and continued to do so in curricula and academic scholarship till the
present time.?

It took me a while to realize that the problem was not al-Hariri’s language nor his style,
but rather the literary conventions that were first introduced by modern European scholars
(Chapter 2) and then adopted by the first-generation intellectuals of the Arab Renaissance or
Nahda (Chapter 3). These new conventions encouraged clarity, simplicity, and functionality
for a pedagogical purpose, and had little interest in playfulness, belle-lettres, and ambiguity for
their own sake. Works that possessed these attributes were categorized as part of the so-called
‘asr al-inhitat,® or age of decadence, referring to the centuries between the fall of Baghdad and
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, a period in which Arabic culture supposedly entered

4 (Chapter 3). The term inhitat appears for the first time in Butrus al-Bustant’s

“fallen state
(1819-1893) Khutba fi adab al-‘arab” (A Speech on the Literature of the Arabs) in 1859.°
Throughout the Nahda period, inhitat was a trending term that encompassed connotations of
backwardness, irrationality, moral decline, obsolete style, which were all part of a past that was
no longer welcomed. Consequently, as Thomas Bauer notes,
toward the end of the nineteenth century ... the standard theory of Arabic rhetoric van-
ished from school curricula. Poetry was no longer allowed to be playful and permeated

by ambiguity, but was supposed to express “true feelings in an unaffected manner.”

2 There are some notable exceptions, which | discuss below.

3 For a thorough discussion on the narrative of decadence, its history and the various implica-
tions, see Reinhard Schulze, “Mass Culture Production in 19" century Middle East,” in Mass
Culture, Popular Culture, and Social Life in the Middle East, ed. Georg Stauth and Sami
Zubaida (Frankfurt: Campus Verlag, 1987), 189-222; Syrinx VVon Hees, ed., Inhitat — The De-
cline Paradigm: Its Influence and Persistence in the Writing of Arab Cultural History, ALEA
(Wirzburg: Ergon-Verlag, 2017).

4 Josef Massad, Desiring Arabs (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 8.
® lbid.
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Arabs began to be ashamed of their own traditions. Even today, Arab intellectuals

would like to erase from history a whole millennium (if not more than that) of Arabic

literature.®
The changing reception of the magama genre is a good illustration of the effect this change of
attitudes had, replacing the general acceptance of ambiguity, playfulness, and humor with clar-
ity, seriousness, and functionality. The “shame” toward the literary past alienated literary pro-
duction that spanned ten centuries and “erased” many figures that proved incompatible with
the new era. The repercussions of this shift are still felt today. They are visible in schoolbooks
that present scattered samples of premodern literature, showcasing them as intellectually and
chronologically foreign. The negative sentiments toward literary production from the past are
also visible in monographs that still reproduce the narrative of decadence and associate it with
al-Hariri’s name and those who emulated his aesthetics. Furthermore, these stereotypes around
al-Hariri and his work have affected contemporary Western scholarship, in the sense it indi-
rectly denies the literariness of al-Hariri’s Magamat, treating it as a mere display of rare lexical
terms and lipograms or ignoring it altogether.” This is further exacerbated by the fact that schol-
arship favors al-Hamadhani over al-Hariri, studying the former’s founding magamat exten-
sively while reducing the latter to “ponderous obscurity”® (see below).

Examining the reception, rare vocabulary or gharib, and the theme of strangerhood or
ghurba in the Magamat al-Harir1, a key book of pre-modern Arabic adab that is neglected
today in its immediate context, this dissertation aims to approach the work from different per-
spectives, to question the impact of modernity on the current understanding of literary past,
particularly al-Hariri. For this reason, I approach al-Hariri’s work according to his own terms
and those of its contemporary context, just as its first readers did. Engaging with the varied

readership of the Haririyya,® its language, and accounts of trickery therein, | primarily argue

® Thomas Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity: An Alternative History of Islam, trans. Hinrich
Biesterfeldt and Tricia Tunstall (New York: Columbia University, 2021), 28.

" The recent EI3 contains no entry for the magama genre. In the four different entries on adab,
al-Hariri’s name is never mentioned. The magama genre is only mentioned in the entry, “Adab
a) Arabic, early developments” by Hameen-Anttila, yet he only refers to the Magamat by al-
Hamadhani. Curiously, Himeen-Anttila is the author of the entry “al-HarTrT” in the same edi-
tion of EI3, which implies that he deliberately left him out while addressing the concept of
adab.

8 Brockelmann, C. and Pellat, Ch. “Makama,” in EI2.

® Haririyya refers to Magamat al-Hariri. Similarly, Hamadhaniyya refers to Magamat al-
Hamadhani.



Essakouti 17

that ornate language, ambiguity, strangeness, and elaborate forms of writing do not equal shal-
lowness. On the contrary, they offer insight into al-Hariri’s brilliant and playful understanding
of strangerhood and estrangement, which the Magamat depicts as an ambiguous and constitu-
tive experience of being a sophisticated wordsmith, master of rhetoric, and witty orator en-
countering an audience preoccupied with rare and exotic material. The implications of this
argument are to make peace with one thousand years of Arab literature and perhaps even rec-

ognize the timelessness of the ideas and lessons some of its representative works contain.

Strangeness as Key to the Magamat

In the 4/ 10~ century, the Buyid scholar Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani invents the magama
genre in which a fictional trickster with a silver tongue, who delivers sacred and secular
speeches in exchange for money. According to one of his early readers, al-Hamadhani impro-
vised his episodes at the end of literary gatherings.'® He experimented with different plots and
protagonists and did not provide a clear definition of what a magama was. Readers and emu-
lators would later notice recurrent patterns and form their own definitions.

The oldest definition of the magama belongs to the Tunisian scholar Abti Ishaq Ibrahim
ibn “Al1 al-Husr1 (d. 413/1022), a contemporary of al-Hamadhani who quotes twenty of his
episodes in the literary anthology Zahr al-adab. Talking about Aba Bakr ibn Durayd (d.
321/933) and al-Hamadhani, al-Husri introduces the origins of the then-fresh and unknown
genre of magamat as follows:

When al-Hamadhani observed that Abti Bakr Ibn Duraid the Azdite (A.H. 223-321)
had composed forty strange accounts* on a variety of subjects expressed in strange
sounding speech and obsolete and incongruous words, such as men’s natures would
shrink from and their ears be closed against, which he said he had produced from the
springs of his breast, extracted from the mines of his thought and exposed to public
view and perception, al-Hamadhant met him with four hundred magamat on mendac-

ity. 1!

10 «“Al-Hamadhani also fabricated [zawwara] highly ornamental magamat, improvising [the
stories] at the end of his literary sessions. He would ascribe them to a narrator who had told
him the story and whom he called ‘Isa ibn Hisham.” Ibn Sharaf al-Qayrawani (d. 460/1067),
A ‘lam al-Kalam, edited by ‘Abd al-*Aziz Amin al-Khaniji (N.C.: al-Khaniji, 1922), 13-14.

1 al-HusrT quoted in Prendergast, “The Maqamat of Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhant: Introduc-
tion,” 16. [adapted] *I replaced Prendergast’s “rare stories” with “strange accounts” to pro-
vide a more accurate translation of the sentence “ aghraba bi-arba tna hadith.”
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This statement figures repeatedly in magama scholarship. However, not because it is one of
the first instances of the genre’s receptions, nor because of its constituent elements. Rather, it
has become prominently present in the scholarship because it provides an account of the rea-
sons that might have inspired al-Hamadhani to invent the genre, which is a favorite theme of
magama scholarship (see below). No contribution has discussed the implications of the key
term in al-Husri’s account, which is placed in the first sentence: aghraba, meaning to compose
something strange. According to al-Husri, the crucial element that al-Hamadhani “observed”
in Ibn Durayd’s accounts was their strangeness, which manifests in “incongruous” lexicon,
“strange sounding speeches,” and invented nature. These aspects, as al-Hust1 notes, drew little
acclamation and caused only dismay to Ibn Durayd’s readers.™® Noticing this problem, al-
Hamadhani introduced kudya, “a term which includes not only begging but also the whole
sphere of conman tricks, roguery, and everything picaresque,”** and places his philological
material in the mouth of a fictional character, who either collects curious accounts and vocab-
ulary or invents them to gain money. This solution creates the classic magama, a story of trick-
ery or deception in which different forms of language are displayed to blend both entertainment
and instruction. Consequently, as opposed to Ibn Durayd’s work, al-Hamadhan1’s did find ap-
proval with readers. This is how the magama became a genre with many practitioners.
The magama, as a story of trickery, through its variety and its different protagonists, is a
device to entertain the readers and introduce them to different kinds of lexicons and odd

speeches without causing them stress. This does not imply that the story is a mere pretext in

12 Abii Ishaq Ibrahim ibn ‘Alf al-Husri, Zahr al-ddab wa-thamar al-albab, edited by ‘Al
Muhammad al-Bijawi, Vol. I, First edition (Cairo: Dar Ihya  al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1953),
261.

13 1bid.

14 Jaakko Hameen-Anttila, Magama: A History of a Genre (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag,
2002), 82. See also: Ch. Pellat, “Mukadd1”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, edited
by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs, accessed 07
November 2023 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5452>
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the magama, as many scholars have argued,® but rather that the classic magama is only possi-
ble because it brings storytelling and language together. The plot functions as a frame that
contains and foregrounds strange language, which is the central element.

According to Kilito, a sophisticated literary work during the premodern period of Islam
was one that resisted immediate comprehension, one that initiated discussion, interpretation,
and commentary.'® By amplifying language, the magama genre provoked its audience and pro-
duced a long tradition of commentaries, auditories, translations, and imitations. Premodern
readers shared the magamat’s taste for complex and demanding language. Al-Husri’s above
statement is a case in point. The problem is that the taste for strangeness is not widely recog-
nized in current magama scholarship. The one scholar, to my knowledge, who has noticed the
function of strange language in al-Hamadhani’s Magamat is Daniel Beaumont, who argues that
the magama pushes language to an extreme form and uses it as “an instrument of aggression
rather than communication,”?’ thus, transforming it to a “shell game which seeks to conceal
and frustrate.”*®

In their search for stories and fiction, and in their lesser interest in philology, early mod-
ern and contemporary scholars ignored language as a central aspect of al-Hamadhani’s epi-
sodes, and read him with an emphasis on comical plots, “critical intentions,”*® and relative
simplicity.?’ As result, they praised him for being “the first who frankly admits that his stories

are fictional”?! in the context of Arabic literature, for “studying society”?? in his episodes, and

15 Shawqi Dayf, for example, argues that magamat “do not contain a plot,” and that al-
Hamadhani included style and terms in a story form (siira qasasiyya), with “limited conversa-
tion” to draw the attention of students. Shawqi Dayf, al-Magama, 3rd edition (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma‘arif, 1954), 8-9.

16 < Abd al-Fattah Kilitdi, al-Adab wa-l-ghardaba, 4th ed., (Casablanca: Toubgal, 2007), 18.

7 Daniel Beaumont, “A Mighty and Never-Ending Affair: Comic Anecdote and Story in Me-
dieval Arabic Literature,” Journal of Arabic Literature 24, (1993), 140.

18 1bid, 144.

19 Yiisuf Nir ‘Awad, for instance, defines al-Hamadhani’s magama as “a short story, figuring
a human picaro and a beggar, and expressing a certain kind of criticism, rebellion, or sarcasm.”
Yusuf Nur ‘Awad, Fann al-maqgamat bayna al-mashriq wa-I-maghrib (Beirut: Dar al-Qalam,
1979), 8. Similarly, Ihsan ‘Abbas argues that al-Hamadhant created a mask to critique “social
and literary life in all their manifestations.” Thsan ‘Abbas, Malamih yinaniyya fi al-adab al-
‘arabt, 2" ed. (Beirut: Arab Institute for Research & Publishing, 1993), 189.

20 This form of praise for al-Hamadhant’s work started with modern European readers. See
Chapter 2.

2L AF. L. Beeston, “The Genesis of the Magamat Genre,” in Journal of Arabic Literature, Vol.
2 (1971), 9.

22 Fakhr1 Aba al-Su‘tid, “al-Qasas bayna al-adabayn al- ‘arabi wa-l-injlizi,” in al-Risdla, n.
198 (April 1937), 654.
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23 and “less pompous”?* than those who wrote the magamat after

for being “less shocking,
him. In other words, they dismiss his taste for rare vocabulary, which he explicitly announces
in al-Magama al-Jahiziyya (see Chapter 5) and in his correspondence with other writers,? and
rebranded him as a storyteller and a social critic, which, in the case of modern European schol-
arship, fit the conventions of modernity that encouraged simplicity and fiction. This rebranding
is of critical importance in this dissertation for two reasons. First, it demonstrates the difference
between premodern readers (al-HusrT) who accepted al-Hamadhani according to his own terms,
and modern European readers who altered the core of his work to fit their own conventions and
tastes (see the conclusion of Chapter 3). Second, it shows that scholarship justified al-
Hamadhan1’s choices and permitted his work, something which other authors of the magamat,
especially al-Hariri, were denied.

One of the open questions, that the magama scholarship still has to answer is: Why the
reception of the magama has so far not benefited from the aesthetics of the postmodern period
which encourage estrangement and defamiliarization,?® and why readings of the magama have
until recently been constrained by conventions of modernity, which never captured its ambi-
guity nor its taste for strangeness? Were conventions and methodologies of approaching Clas-
sical Arabic literature to change, al-Hariri’s book would definitely become the subject of seri-
ous study, which would examine the relationship between his language and storytelling, instead
of propagating impressionistic criticism that reduces the Haririyya to its elaborate form,

strange vocabulary, and “laborious” composition (see chapters 2 and 3). The dissertation aims

to address this gap.

The Haririyya: Frame and Body

The Magamat by al-Harir1 consists of fifty episodes, completed in 504/1110. They were written

as a collection, accompanied by a detailed preface declaring the author’s intentions, corpus,

28 See Silvestre de Sacy’s description of al-Hamadhani in Chapter 2.

24 Zaki Mubarak, al-Nathr al-fanni fi al-qarn al-rabi * al-Hijrt (Cairo: Hindawi, 2012), [First
edition in French, La Prose Arabe au IV e siecle de [Hégire (Paris: 1931)], 204.

25 In one of his letters al-Hamadhani boasts that he can “employ no less than four hundred
artifices in writing and composition, such as the writing of a letter which, if read backwards,
furnishes the required reply, or an epistle containing no dotted letters, or without using the
letters alif or /am, or a letter which if read one way it constitutes a eulogy, and, if taken in
another, it is a satire”. W. J. Prendergast, “Introduction,” in The Magamat of Badi* al-Zaman
al-Hamadhanr, 21.

26 See for instance Jan Mukatovsky’s concept of “foregrounding” and Shklovsky’s ostranenie
or “making strange.”
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inspirations, and contribution.?” They open with an introductory magama (M1), in which al-
Harith ibn Hammam, the collector of adab—in both its ethical and literary senses—and narra-
tor of the Magamat, meets the encyclopedic trickster and source of curiosities Abli Zayd al-
Sartijt for the first time. The work ends with a concluding episode (M50) in which the trickster
repents, and the narrator ends his journey because there is no longer a curious figure and source
of adab to pursue. The meeting and parting sequence repeats in almost every episode in the
Haririyya and functions as a frame in which the narrator and the trickster express their feelings
toward space, home, their journeys, family, and companionship. Inside this frame, between the
two acts of arrival and departure, the two protagonists meet briefly, sometimes alone, at times
in the company of others, to exchange words for money. The magama scholarship has so far
focused mainly on the latter point, meaning the exchange of rare terms and curious anecdotes
for reward, totally ignoring the frame in which ghurba (strangerhood), homesickness, and fare-
well are expressed. The premise, so far, has been that al-HarirT mainly focuses on ornate lan-
guage and had little interest in anything else. This dissertation challenges this take by dedicat-
ing the third part (Chapters 7, 8, 9) to the long-ignored topic of strangerhood and to the trick-

ster’s relationship with space in the Haririyya.

Al-Harirt’s Language and Storytelling

To surpass the father of the genre, al-Hariri amplifies strangeness in the Magamat and displays
all kinds of erudition, rare and transgressive lexicon, and badi * (figures of speech). In the pref-
ace of his work, he boastingly informs the readers that his episodes include “Arab proverbs and
scholarly elegances, and grammatical riddles, and decisions dependent on the meaning of
words, and original addresses, and ornate orations, and tear-moving exhortations, and amusing
jests.”?8 Although al-Harr follows in al-Hamadhani’s steps and inserts the rich linguistic and
literary material inside funny stories about mendacity and trickery, al-Harir1’s storytelling was
dismissed by readers in the modern period because they found it repetitive, hardly comical, and
took “eloquence too seriously.”?

Al-Hamadhant supplies different plots in his magamat. One, for instance, features a thief

trying to rob a house and ending up sexually violated multiple times by the owner of the place

27 Abii Muhammad al-Qasim ibn ‘Alf al-Hariri, “Dibajat al-kitab,” in Kitab Magamat al-Hariri
(Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Husayniyya, 1929), 2-10.

28 al-Hariri, “Preface,” in The Assemblies of al-HarirT Vol I, translated by Thomas Chenery
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1867), 106-7.

29 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 169.
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(al-Magama al-Rusdfiyya);*° another tells of a brigand poet, or a su‘liik, embarking on different
adventures to win the heart of his cousin (al-Magama al-Bishriyya); and a third revolves around
an erudite man taking revenge on fake companions by cutting their beards while they are se-
dated (al-Magama al-Saymariyya). Al-Hariri, in contrast, focuses on providing variety on a
single plot, in which the trickster encounters the collector of curiosities (narrator) to exchange
erudition for money. As a result, most of al-Harir1’s episodes follow more or less the following
chain of events: (1) Arrival of the narrator to a city. (2) Encountering the (disguised) trickster.
(3) Discourse (hero’s literary performance). (4) Reward (5) Recognition of the trickster’s true
identity. (6) Reproaches of the narrator. (7) Justification (8) Parting of the two. 3 The choice of
this plotline has a twofold advantage. First, it provides the optimal context to display the liter-
ary and linguistic material on the trickster’s tongue and narrator. Second, the repeated sequence
of events allows the readers to focus their attention on the one thing that keeps changing: lan-
guage.®? This repetitive and systematic use of one single storyline may at first glance seem to
imply that the main preoccupation of al-HarirT is merely to display his erudition in the different
forms of the ‘arabiyya. One must notice, however, that despite this methodical use of one plot,
al-Hariri composes four episodes, M19, M39, M49, and M50, which break the usual exchange
of money for adab, and show the trickster in a state of weakness, failure, and strangerhood
(Chapter 9). Al-Hariri also creates a trickster who changes his vocabulary and discourse de-
pending on his relationship with the addressees. In enmity, while confronting the elite, the
trickster amplifies strangeness, uses all his rhetoric and rare lexicon, and demands considerable
rewards. In affinity, with other beggars and picaros, he uses argot to accentuate the intimacy
of the group and never mentions money. In neutrality, with commoners, he uses simple words
and exhortations and only asks for a few coins (Chapter 6). The Magamat by al-HarirT may
lack flexibility and innovation, but its use of language and a repetitive plot is always purposeful
and systematic.

%0 Muhammad ‘ Abduh removes this story and keeps only keeping its opening, due to the sexual
nature of its subject matter. For an account of “Abduh’s censorship of al-Hamadhan, see Bilal
Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badi * al-Zaman al-Hamadhani: Authorship,
Text, and Contexts (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2022), 158-161.

31 Abd el-Fattah Kilito, “Le genre ‘Séance’: Une introduction,” Studia Islamica, No. 43 (1976),
48.

32| develop this argument further in the context of discussing the framing device in al-Hariri’s
Magamat. See Asmaa Essakouti, “(Un)veiling Language or Frames in Harir’s Magamat,” in
Living Handbook of Temporal Communities (LHTC) (Berlin) (forthcoming).
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This system beguiled premodern readers and made them praise al-Hariri’s episodes as
the optimal combination of frivolity and learnedness. Children were made to memorize them
along with the Qur’an,®® scholars described them as commanding i jaz or inimitability, and
disciples traveled from distant countries to copy them (Chapter 1). To modern readers, in con-
trast, al-HarirT’s language sounded cryptic, laborious, and empty, and his stories seemed re-
dundant, tedious, monotonous, and lacking imagination (Chapters 2 and 3). The latter reading
is still strongly present today, and as a result, key aspects, such as chameleonism, mockery of
the elite, the impact of language on the audience, intellectual fascination with the exotic and
the transgressive, precarity, survival, existential angst, ghurba, and trickster’s backstory, are
still widely ignored. This dissertation tackles these missing points, by borrowing Thomas
Bauer’s notion of “cultural ambiguity,” meaning that mutually exclusive norms may be valid
at the same time,>* and studies the Haririyya as part of a context that accepted the juxtaposition
of different discourses, even when they directly contradicted one another. This tolerance and
training in ambiguity, allowed various forms of discourse to “compete with, and at the same
time coexist with, each other”*® during the premodern period of Islam. In such a context, a
trickster who deceives and suffers, drinks and prays, inflicts hardship and trades in the gharib
was acceptable and even admirable (see Chapter 1).

Creating an Ambivalent Trickster

Hameen-Anttila lists more than 200 writers of magamat between the 10 and the 20+ century.®
Al-HarirT is the 19* among them. Between him and al-Hamadhani are more than a dozen au-
thors who wrote a single magama or a few. The most remarkable among them is the Baghdadi
scholar Tbn Nagiya (d. 485/1092), who wrote ten magamat figuring one unique and insolent
picaro. Al-HarirT does not mention al-Yashkuri nor his creator in his Magamat and refers only
to al-Hamadhani and Abu al-Fath al-Iskandari. Ibn Naqiya (410/1020-485/1092), however,
was contemporary with al-Harir1 (446-1054-516/1122), and they both lived in Baghdad. It is
highly likely then, that al-HarirT was aware of Ibn Naqiya’s magamat and that he even emulated
some of their features. I would venture to say that al-Hariri’s protagonist, Abii Zayd al-Saryji,
is the synthesis of al-Iskandari’s cynicism and al-Yashkuri impudence and rejection. From the

former, al-HarTr1 borrows the rootless roving, the chameleon character, the charming tongue,

33 Brockelmann and Pellat, “Makama.”
34 Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity, 11.
% Ibid, 21.

% Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 368-411.
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and the comic ruses. From the latter, he adopts transgressive actions, despicable presence, re-
jection, and failure. These two tricksters, in their relationship with language and space, are one
of the many tools to understand al-Sariji’s ambiguity: his blending of trickery and sympathy,
eloquence and failure, rootlessness and longing.

Abt al-Fath al-Iskandari is portrayed in the Hamadhaniyya as a rootless stranger, without
affinities or social ties. His identities are temporary, his masks are numerous, and his words are
beguiling and deceiving. He is eloquent, comic, and free. He does not call for empathy, but for
money. He cynically boasts of his outsiderness and detachment. He is, in his own words, “the
spinning top of time (khudhrifat al-zaman)” and “the everlasting inhabitant of the road”
(‘ammarat al-turuq).>” The one time he is portrayed as an empathic character with a sad back-
story is when he introduces himself in al-Maqgama al-Jurjaniyya, saying: “I am a citizen of
Alexandria of the Umayyad frontiers.”3® The trickster does not mean here the city of Alexan-
dria in Egypt, but rather the city occupied by the Byzantines back then, today known as Isken-
derun and in the past as Alexandretta.®® He is, therefore, a refugee who cannot return home.
This narrative, however, is a mere ruse that tricksters use to collect charity. It is even cited in
Abi Dulaf al-Khazraji’s (d. after 365/975) ode, al-Qasida al-Sasaniyya, about the deceits of
beggars*® (see Chapters 5, 7, 9). Abii al-Fath Iskandarf is thus a comic protagonist whose one
moment of tragedy is a ruse to collect money (Chapter 8).

Ibn Naqiya’s trickster, al-Yashkuri, is always insolent, rarely eloquent, and never charm-
ing. He is an extreme picaro who robs graves (M2), appears naked in mosques*! (M3), and acts
as an impudent drunk (Mt. 6, 9). Despite his eloquence and knowledge of rare vocabulary,*?

his words get him nowhere. No door opens to his pleas (M4), no one is charmed by his answers

8" Magamat al-Hamadhanf, trans. Prendergast, 52.

% Ibid, 53.

3 Devin Stewart, “Parody, Reverence, and Anti-Parody in the Magamat Genre,” (Lecture,
Freie Universitat, Berlin, December 01, 2022).

%°In al-Qasida Sasaniyya, which enlists all the different ruses practiced by mukaddis, Abi
Dulaf al-Khazraji refers to a specific type of tricksters called al-maysarant “who begs, alleging
that he has come from the frontier region.” Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji, al-Qasida Sasaniyya, edited
and translated by Clifford E. Bosworth, The Medieval Islamic Underworld: The Bani Sasan
in Arabic Society and Literature, Vol Il, (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 194.

41 The narrator describes him as “naked, without clothes or shame; he has removed his rags,
spread his cloth, and extended his right and left hands.” See Ibn Naqiya al-Baghdadi,
“Magamat,” in Magamat al-Hanafi wa-ibn Nagiya wa-ghayrihima, ed. Oskar Rescher (Istan-
bul: Matba‘at Ahmad Kamil, 1914), 129.

%2 In the fourth magama, he is described as speaking “in the tongue of Bedouins (yantiq bi-
lisan al-a ‘rab) and relies on rare vocabulary” (yva tamid gharib al-lafz). 1bid, 132.
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(M8), and he is even manipulated by other tricksters (M9). The act of speaking, which usually
astonishes, beguiles, and charms al-Iskandari’s audience, is merely an occasion for failure for
al-Yashkuri. He is therefore, in every possible sense, a failure, a rejected speaker, and an object
of ridicule. The one occasion in which al-YashkurT does not fail is when he follows the model
of Abii al-Fath al-Iskandart and claims to be a refugee in exile. This occurs in the third magama
by Ibn Naqiya in which al-Yashkuri laments strangerhood and yearns for home. The anony-
mous narrator recounts:

He began shedding tears, showing anguish, and lamenting strangerhood. He said: ‘O

how I always miss you. O how far | would go for a gulp of the water of Barada’ ... then

he yearned the yearning of a she-camel and described his longing for home’s sunsets

and the promised return to its watering places.*®
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Hearing these words and the eloquent mix of poetry and pleas, some people in the audience
invite al-Yashkurf to eat with them and promise him a seat in their caravan. Once he greedily
consumes both his and their share of food, he disappears. Leaving his hosts hungry and de-
ceived. Ghurba and exile are thus valuable ruses to otherwise failed tricksters who may resort
to persuasion when eloguence proves insufficient.

Similar to al-Iskandart and al-Yashkuri, Abt Zayd al-Sariji relies on the motif of ghurba
to soften the hearts of his interlocutors, with a significant addition: he laments his spiritual
alienation even when he does not need money (M19), even when he is alone (M50), and even
when the audience cannot understand his words (M39).* Al-Sariiji’s ghurba is not a secondary
motif that emerges in special circumstances but a permanent feeling that is expressed in long
poems and speeches. His strangerhood is not limited to exile but also felt in places of residency
which are always associated with weakness, sickness, and fear of death. Unlike other tricksters
in the magama genre, Abu Zayd al-Sariji does return to his homeland after it gains independ-
ence, but even there he does not find peace, and he remains anxious and afraid of the next
home: the grave (Chapter 9).

Abi Zayd al-Sarji is thus an ambivalent character who inspires both empathy and an-

noyance. He is a superb orator who always wins the argument, yet also a banished figure who

3 Ibn Naqiya, “Magamat,” 129-130.
4| refer here to al-Magama al- Umaniyya in which al-Sariiji addresses a fetus, telling it not to
be born, because life has only tears and pain to provide (See Chapter 9).
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must prove his eloquence before he gains admission (Chapter 8). He is a rootless traveler who
refuses to settle down, and also a refugee who cannot return to the occupied homeland. He is a
liar and a charlatan with strangers, yet also a wise leader and a model to his people (Chapters
6 and 9). He is a cynical trickster who refuses companionship and good deeds, yet also a fragile
being who is afraid of life, death, and existence (see Chapters 8 and 9).

One main problem in current magama scholarship is that scholars have paid much atten-
tion to the language and trickery of Abii Zayd al-Sartij1 and little to the impact of his backstory
on his conduct as a trickster. It is sufficient to notice, for instance, the correlation between the
trickster’s repentance and the independence of his homeland in the last magama (M50), which
insinuates that trickery, ambiguity, and crime only happen elsewhere, away from home,
whereas homecoming equals a return to balance, both for the city that regains its independence
and for the hero who finds his way back to God. Current magama scholarship has also yet to
pay attention to the few occasions in which the trickster stops performing, accepts weakness
(M19) and failure (M39 and M50), and expresses his true fears and feelings. To grasp the
nuances of Abii Zayd al-Sariij1, readers must go beyond modernity’s categories which equate
ornate language with shallowness, and instead train themselves to gain a “tolerance for ambi-
guity.” Such tolerance, as outlined by Thomas Bauer, allows different registers, such as seri-
ousness and playfulness, embellishment and depth, trickery and strangerhood, to exist side by

side, even if they may seem mutually exclusive.

Categorical and Ambiguous Readers

In 2022, the journal Intellectual History of the Islamicate World published a special issue ded-
icated to the magama genre. The introduction to the issue gives the impression of committing
a strange act that may surprise and annoy the readers. Anticipating critique from their audience,
the editors address them as follows:
The topic of this special issue may seem surprising to some readers. Should this subject
not belong more properly to one of the many journals that deal with Middle Eastern
Literatures past and present? How is the travel of a literary form such as the magama
worthy of interest within the larger frame of intellectual history? What is “intellectual”

about a phenomenon that appears to be so intimately tied up with what might first be
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dismissed as the narrow concerns of belles-lettres and aesthetics? What might intellec-

tual historians gain from studying the formal features of texts?*® [emphasis added]
These questions imply that the potential readers of this issue are familiar with the magama
genre yet are prone to consider it of little serious value outside of its proper place, meaning the
literary and cultural aspects of the Middle East. According to these readers—whom the editors
assume to exist, according to their knowledge of the field, or perhaps they encountered as
anonymous peer reviewers—the magama is “Middle Eastern,” old, ornate, and lacking intel-
lectual worth. This characterization is not new. In fact, it is easily traceable to the 18+ and the
19+ century when modern European scholars and the first generation of Nahdawis began to
question the usefulness of the magama and to deny its serious connotations, interdisciplinary
functions, and even fictional and literary attributes, especially the Magamat by al-Hariri and
those who emulated it (see Part I).

The expectations of readers and their understanding of a text or a genre reflect the avail-
able scholarship and circulating ideas. A reader studying Arabic or Islamic Studies at a Western
university, trying to understand the term adab, a complex concept that encompasses “high
quality of soul, good upbringing, urbanity, and courtesy,*® may consult its entry in the second
edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, and encounter this statement:

The concept adab ended by losing the wide humanistic acceptation that it had during
the golden age of the caliphate and became restricted to a narrower, and more rhetorical
sphere of “belles-lettres”: poetry, artistic prose, paremiography, and anecdotal writing.
This was the kind of adab at which al-Hariri was an adept, with his verbal virtuosity
and his entirely formal and purist interests.*’
A reader in search of the meaning of fiction in Arabic, may check the entry “fiction, modern”
in the Encyclopaedia of Arabic Literature, and find the following:
Between the thirteenth century and the beginning of the literary and cultural revival
(Nahda) in the nineteenth century there appears to have been little development in tra-
ditional Arabic narrative forms. During this transitional period, forms such as the
magama and risala had continued to survive, and the magama in particular found many

practitioners; many examples, however, are characterized by verbosity, stock imagery

5 Maurice Pomerantz und Jonathan Decter, “The Magama Genre and the History of an Islam-
icate Literary Form”, in Intellectual History of the Islamicate World, 10, 2022, 1.

4 F. Gabrieli, “Adab,” in EI2.

47 Ibid.
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and an emphasis on demonstrating mastery of traditional rhetorical devices, especially
saj 48

These two statements are good examples of how introductory references, which are supposed
to summarize information, awaken curiosity, and incite engaged research, repeat a series of
prejudices, introduce them as facts, and end the conversation before it even starts. That said,
there is a growing number of scholars who engage critically with the magamat and examine
them with numerous approaches and from different perspectives, the above-cited special issue
being a good example.

Most available research on the magamat either introduces less known magamat or fo-
cuses on al-Hamadhani’s work, seeking to answer one of three recurring questions. The first
is: what constitutes a magama? The answer is usually its form—rhymed prose (saj ), in partic-
ular—and fiction.*® Second, which origins inspired it? The answer typically foregrounds one
of the following sources: Ibn Durayd’s 4hdadith,> al-Jahiz’s Account of Khalid ibn Yazid (see
Chapter 9),°! al-Tantukhi’s Ha ik al-kalam (Weaver of Words)®?, and Ibn Faris’s Qasas al-
nahar wa-asmar al-layl.>® Third, what influence did it have on other literary practices, such as
the picaresque novel and modern stories?>* All these questions are either elementary, discuss-
ing definitions and dwelling on fiction and rhymed prose, or external, searching for inspirations
and influences. Al-Hamadhani’s book is the most studied in magama scholarship since the 19+

century. However, scholarship is still uncovering new aspects of this work’s reception history.

%8 Walid Hamarneh, “fiction, modern,” EAL, Vol. I, 230.

49 Kilito, “Le genre ‘Séance’,” 25-51; Devin Stewart, “The Magama,” in Arabic Literature in
the Post-Classical Period, ed. Roger Allen and D. S. Richards (New York: Cambridge, 2006),
pp. 145-158.

%0 See, for instance, Zaki Mubarak and Mustafa Sadiq al-Rifa‘T’s debate in al-Mugtataf, dis-
cussing whether or not Ibn Durayd influenced the magama genre. “Islah khata’ qadim marrat
‘alayht qurin fi nash’at al-magamat,” in Mugqtataf, Vol. 76 (April 1930), 418-420; Zaki Mu-
barak, “Ahadith Ibn Durayd,” in Mugtataf, Vol. 76 (May 1930), 561-564; Mustafa Sadiq al-
Rifa‘1, “Khata’ fi islaht khata’,” Vol. 76 (May 1930), 588-590.

°1 Fedwa Malti-Douglas, “Magamat and Adab: Al-Magama al-Madiriyya of al-Hamadhani,”
in Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 105, No. 2 (Apr. - Jun. 1985), 247-258.

52 Beeston, “The Genesis of the Magamat Genre,” 1-12.

%3 Orfali and Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badi ‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, 13-28.

% See, for instance, Fakhri Abii al-Su‘tid, “al- Qasas bayna al-adabayn al- ‘arabi wa-l-injlizi,”
651-654; Muhammad Rushdi Hasan, Athar al-magama fi nash’at al-qgissa al-misriyya al-
haditha Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya, 1974); Hadmeen-Anttila, “The Novel and the Magama,”
in The Arab Handbook of Arab Novelistic Traditions. Ed. Wail Hassan (New York: Oxford
Press, 2017), 89-102.
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In 2022, a critical edition containing the episodes that were censored in 1898 for moral reasons,
was published by Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz.

If this is the case with al-Hamadhant who is appraised and studied for his compatibility
with modern conventions, what would be the state of al-HarirT whose name is attached to “ver-
bosity,” “stock imagery,” and belle-lettres? The few academic articles and monographs that
address al-Harri, mostly do so for his former fame which produced around his work illustra-
tions,>® manuscripts,®® commentaries®’, translations,*® and readership.>® The Magamat by al-
Harri are studied mainly for the reception and fame they once enjoyed during the premodern
period of Islam. A notable exception, Sulaiman Alagunfon’s recent dissertation, which demon-
strates the ongoing and contemporary interest in the Magamat in Nigeria, where they are stud-
ied, discussed, and imitated by students of traditional Arabic schools, and where owning a
physical copy of the book equals prestige and advanced scholarly position, because they are
regarded as the highest degree of eloquence and mastery of Arabic.5

Academic studies on al-Hariri that primarily address his literary text rather than his read-
ership, are few and far in between. Katia Zakharia studies al-Hariri’s trickster Abt Zayd al-
Sariiji from a psychological perspective, arguing that every instance of the Magamat is building
and preparing for the final moment of repentance.®* Her reading emphasizes the trickster’s

psyche and turns the Haririyya into a bildungsroman, which is indeed interesting. The problem

 Kilith, “Intigam al-sira,” in Lisan Adam, translated into Arabic by ‘Abd al-Kabir al-
Sharqawi (Casablanca: Toubqal,1995), 77-80.

% Pierre A. MacKay, “Certificates of Transmission on a Manuscript of the Magamat of Hariri
(MS. Cairo, Adab 105),” in Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series,
Vol. 61, No. 4 (1971), 1-81.

5 M. Keegan, Commentarial Acts and Hermeneutical Dramas: The Ethics of Reading al-
Hariri’s Magamat, PhD diss. (New York University: Department of Middle Eastern and Is-
lamic Studies, 2017).

%8 Masha Itzhaki, “The Magama - Circulation of a Genre: d’al-Hariri a al-Harizi, from the Arab
to the Hebrew, from the East to the West,” Arabica, Vol. 56 (2009), 170-178.

%9 After examining at length al-Hamadhant’s episodes and their intersections and similitudes
with other premodern works, Kilitt devotes the last sixty pages of his book to al-Har1ri’s read-
ership, ignoring all the other aspects of his work. See Kilita, Al-Magamat: al-sard wa-l-ansag
al-thaqdfiyya, translation into Arabic by ‘Abd al-Kabir al-Sharqawi, 2nd ed. (Casablanca:
Toubgal, 2001), 145-217 [first published in French in 1983].

60 Sulaiman Adewale Alagunfon, “Introduction,” in Texts, Contexts, and Scholars: The Clas-
sical Arabic Magama in Yorubaland, Nigeria. PhD Diss. (Free University of Berlin, 2022), 1-
29.
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(Damas: Institut Francais, 2000).
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with this reading, however, is that it imposes a sense of homogeneity and oneness on his per-
sonality that is incompatible with al-Sartiji’s chameleonism and ambiguity.

Other readers who are more attentive to the work’s ambiguity focalize other elements.
Philip Kennedy avoids the over-studied saj * and badi‘, and examines instead the scene of
recognition in al-Harir1’s fifth magama, to demonstrate the genre’s ambivalent ability “to ar-
ticulate at once the most persuasive visions of harmony and truth and the most insidious simu-
lacra of that truth.”®? Kilito close reads al-Hariri’s al-Magama Kiifiyya, examining its images,
language, and literary references, to trace the duality of truth and deceit and show how they
blend together in the chameleon trickster who changes his faces and identities, and moves be-
tween human and animal states, acting as a snake and barking as a dog.%®

The most remarkable contemporary reader of al-Hariri, ambiguity-wise, is Michael
Cooperson who not only emphasizes Abii Zayd al-Sariiji’s chameleonism but benefits from it
in his adaptation of the Haririyya. Instead of objecting to the ornate language, constrained
writing, and “untranslatable” wordplay (see the objections of modern translators in Chapter 2),
Cooperson decides to emulate the diversity of the trickster’s tools and reproduce them using
different idioms of English. Cooperson explains his artistic adaptation of al-Hariri, in which
every episode is reproduced in a different register of English as follows:

The Magamat of Hartri resisted translation for long, due to features such as saj ‘, asso-
nance, alliteration, and allusion, but then their silver-tongued and eloquent hero pro-
vided me with the clue: to use varieties of styles to imitate how he alters his speech and
appearance to suit the occasion.”®
Umberto Eco defines the text as the strategy that regulates its interpretations or readings.® The
Magamat employs ambiguity, chameleonism, and playfulness as a strategy. Consequently, the
most compatible rendering in another language is the one that follows the work’s acrobatic
language and appreciates its chameleon hero. Recognizing this, Cooperson emulates the trick-

ster’s multiple styles, vocabularies, and rhetorical devices by adopting three kinds of idiom:

%2 Philip F. Kennedy, Recognition in the Arabic Narrative Tradition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University, 2016), 248.

63 “Abd al-Fattah Kilita, al-Gha'ib: Dirasa fi magama li-\-Harirt, 3" edition, (Casablanca:
Toubgal, 2007).

al-khamisah ‘ashrah 2021, Zayed Book Awards, YouTube in Sheikh Zayed Book Award 2021,
22:53s-23:53, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-JQkdFeTbk.

%5 «Un texte n’est pas autre chose que la stratégie qui constitue I’univers de ses interprétations
— sinon légitimes — du moins légitimables.” Umberto Eco, Lector in Fabula : Le Role de Lec-
teur (Paris : Editions Grasset & Fasquelle, 1985), 61.
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“the first consists of imitations of particular authors, for example Chaucer, Frederick Douglass,
and Margery Kempe. The second consists of global varieties of English, including the Singa-
porean creole Singlish, Scots, and Indian. And the third consists of specialized jargons, such
as management speak, legalese, and thieves’ cant.”®® By adopting this remarkable method,
Cooperson becomes the first contemporary reader to engage with al-Hariri’s language in its
own terms. His chameleon adaptation opens the door for a new engagement with the Haririyya,
one that does not disregard strangeness and playfulness but amplifies them.

Cooperson’s adaptation of the Haririyya is part of a wider literary and theoretical move-
ment to reread the Arabic literary tradition from new perspectives, critiquing the decadence
narrative, foregrounding ambiguity and playfulness, addressing adab according to its own
terms, and studying long-ignored eras, such as the Mamluk times. Together they illustrate a
shift in turath scholarship that engages more critically and actively with the part of a literary
heritage that has long been dismissed. This dissertation is part of this movement. It understands
the concept of strangeness as a tool to study the magama genre from the perspectives of its

premodern readers who shared al-Hariri’s taste for wordplay and ambiguity.

Studying Strangeness

Strangeness, as al-HusrT revealed in the 5%/11* century, is the main key to understanding the
classical magama according to its own terms. This dissertation addresses two different types
of strangeness. The first manifests itself in the Haririyya’s unusual lexicon, which combines
Bedouin terms, curses, argot, and jargon, which Arabic lexicography categorizes as gharib:
“strange” or “rare.” The second manifests itself in the relationship of human experience with
space, meaning the act of moving from one location to another, being in isolation or in exile,
away from home and from familiarity (in order to trade curiosities, collect unusual anecdotes),
and being a gharib: a stranger. The strangeness of language is widely recognized by the readers
of the Haririyya. The strangeness of space, in contrast, has been ignored in contemporary crit-
icism and scholarship due to the widespread assumption that traveling and moving in space is
a “hollow frame”®’ in the magama genre. These two types of strangeness are strongly depend-

ent on each other in the Haririyya, because only a stranger who comes from a distant land can

% Michael Cooperson, “Note on translation,” in Impostures (New York: New York University,
2021), xlvi.
%7 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 54.
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fulfill the audience’s obsessive desire for curiosities, wondrous accounts, and exotic vocabu-
lary, which always exists elsewhere. The Haririyya makes liberal use of the double-entendre,
and the interdependence of the two is also a double-entendre: only a gharib (Stranger) can
provide the gharib (rare vocabulary).

The Haririyya is a work that is highly aware of its readers. In this sense, | argue that al-
Hariri wrote his magamat and packed them with all kinds of oddities not only to follow the
recipe of al-Hamadhani but also to mock the collectors of far-fetched (both literally and fig-
uratively), rare vocabulary, and strange accounts (see chapter 5). Interestingly, these mocked
collectors were the main audience of the Haririyya. They understood its learnedness and
needed its corpus. In a way, al-Hariri’s oeuvre is a work that attacks and fulfills the taste of its
literary audience. The fact that the readers of this work enjoyed reading their own fictional
ridicule at the hands of the trickster attests to their ability to accommodate playfulness and their
“training in ambiguity.” The Magamat by al-Hariri is the organic product of a premodern cul-
ture of letters that admired strangeness, but it is also a critique of it. The critique is most obvious
in the other works by al-Hariri, in which he teaches and corrects the literati usage of language
(Chapter 5), and in the continuous ridicule and abuse to which the trickster subjects the edu-
cated audience (see Chapter 6).

The critique of the literati, the outsiderness of the trickster, and the strangeness of the
vocabulary are central issues that | raise in this dissertation, first because they have not been
studied so far, and second because of modern conventions that kept them in the shadows for
very long. Building on the most recent critical scholarship on premodern Arabic adab, this
dissertation addresses three different, yet connected aspects of al-Hariri’s Magamat. The first
aspect is the readership of the Haririyya, which changed in the 18+ and 19+ centuries and trans-
formed the magamat’s former fame to shame, as it were. The second is the rare vocabulary and
rhetorical devices that fill the Haririyya’s language with ornamentation and make it strange.
The third is the motif of strangerhood (ghurba), which draws attention to the psyche of the
trickster and the subjective side of the work.

The main argument that brings all three together is that the Haririyya, contrary to the
assumptions of mainstream scholarship, has many lessons to offer us in the present moment.
Its premodern readership provides a key model for how to engage with the Arabic literary
tradition playfully and productively. Its rare vocabulary and rhetorical devices demonstrate the
timeless human fascination with the curious and the rare, and teach many resourceful ways to
use strangeness for one’s own ends. As for the chameleon trickster, he shows how ambivalence,

masks, strange language, and deception are practical means to survive in a harsh reality. Every
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aspect of the Haririyya, in other words, is a practical and useful lesson/trick to make the most
of life’s inescapable ambiguity.

To develop my reading, | employ two methods that support each other. The first is to
study the Haririyya from the inside, by examining its literary motifs, structure, and narratolog-
ical features. The second is to study it from the outside by examining its reception across the
centuries, comparing it to the work of al-Hamadhani, and highlighting the context that gave
birth to its outline, motifs, and vocabulary. To conduct such a comprehensive study, | have
collected a wide corpus of Arabic, English, and French material on the Haririyya and premod-
ern adab. The corpus represents a variety of genres including philology, rhetoric, premodern
anthologies, poetry, prose, lexicons, biographical dictionaries, critical studies, and newspapers.
To understand their significance, | have made use of different methodological tools and theo-
ries, such as literary and historical criticism, reception theory, discourse analysis, close reading,
narratology, structuralism, and cultural studies.

Each part of the dissertation dictated specific sources and methods. | examine the
Haririyya readership through a historical overview, relying on reception theory and discourse
analysis, to interpret the sources. The premodern readers of the Haririyya directed me to study
commentaries, literary discussions, and biographical dictionaries. Due to the constraints of time
and funding, | have limited myself to published works, although | am aware of the resourceful
information hidden in commentaries that are still in manuscript form. Mathew Keegan’s PhD
dissertation and recent publications on the Haririyya’s premodern commentaries supplied great
material. Modern European reception of al-HarirT introduced me to various discussions and
studies on Orientalism and the theory of translation. It also led me to a large body of Orientalist
literary journals which translated several magamat and accompanied them with introductions
that offer valuable insight into translators’ attitudes toward and perceptions of al-Hariri’s work.
| have focused mostly on French and English translations because those are the languages |
command. Regrettably, my German is not sufficient to read Riickert’s Nachdichtung of the
work more closely. However, | believe him to be one of the few modern translators who cap-
tured al-Hariri’s playfulness and noticed his humor. As for Nahdawi readers writing in Arabic,
their opinions and statements were scattered in a wide range of newspapers, magazines, arti-
cles, and monographs. Luckily, a significant part of this material is digitalized. | collected these
notes, then categorized them according to which literary movements their authors belonged:
romantics, neo-classists, socialists, and vernacular writers. Understanding their backgrounds
and positionality was very enlightening when it came to contextualizing their acceptance or

rejection of al-Har1ri’s strangeness and ambiguity.
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Contrary to the common assumptions among modern readers, al-HarirT was not unique
in his use of rare vocabulary. Before him, philologists, poets, and literati used it widely, and
patrons paid for it generously. To understand this continuous desire for curious vocabulary and
demonstrate the scope of gharib market during al-Hariri’s period, I have examined the different
uses of gharib which poets and literati stated and discussed before the time of al-HarirT and
also studied two historical phases of collecting rare terms. First, the serious act of pursuing
Bedouins and assembling their supposed pure and rare Arabic lexicon. Second, the mocking
parody produced by frivolous poets who recorded argot and insults from commoners and beg-
gars. My main source of the first quest is Ramzi Baalbaki’s encyclopedic work The Arabic
Lexicographical Tradition, which directed me to remarkable primary sources in the form of
dictionaries and anecdotal narratives. My most important sources for the playful and transgres-
sive lexicon are Abu al-Faraj al-Isbahant’s Kitab al-Aghani and Tawhidi’s Mathalib al-
Wazirayn. After foregrounding this literary background, which contextualizes both the
Haririyya’s vocabulary and storytelling, I move on to a narratological and structural analysis
of the text. | categorize the magamat into three different categories, based on which audience
the trickster is addressing, elite, commoners, or beggars. | then examine the vocabulary and
rhetorical devices he uses with each group. Through this lexical and rhetorical analysis, | real-
ized that the trickster’s language and tools change depending on his relationship with the audi-
ence. For example, his enmity toward the elite incites the highest degree of strangeness, which
is displayed in rare vocabulary, deceptive figures of speech, riddles, and lipograms, while his
neutrality toward commoners produces simple and clear exhortations.

Due to the common assumption that the journey of the narrator and the trickster is “hol-
low” and that their location does not impact the plot, the experience of strangerhood or ghurba
is strikingly ignored by magama scholarship. The available material and academic notes on
this topic are correspondingly scarce. To resolve this problem, | start from the lexicon and
study the different connotations associated with the term in Arabic. | then connect each of these
associations to literary material that was produced between the pre-Islamic period and the 12»
century, in order to assess how the concept of ghurba was perceived and expressed in premod-
ern Arabic culture before al-HarirT wrote his episodes. This literary-historical examination pro-
vides access to several key concepts to study ghurba in al-Har1ri’s Magamat, such as recogni-
tion, isolation, and wonder. After establishing this cultural background, drawing on cultural
studies, | compare al-Hamadhani’s and al-Hariri’s protagonists/strangers and structurally study
their relationship to space, language, and to one another. To this end, Todorov’s study of rela-

tionships between fictional characters in “Les catégories du récit littéraire” is an important
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source. In the last chapter, I closely read four episodes of al-Hariri’s magamat in which the

trickster acts out of character and accepts residency instead of running away.

Outline

To emulate al-HarirT’s symmetrical use of storytelling, language, and episodes, this dissertation
is divided into three parts, consisting of three chapters each. To facilitate the reading, each part
opens with a brief preface that summarizes the arguments and main points of the three chapters.

Part | studies the reception of Magamat al-Hariri from their inception until the 20* cen-
tury. The first chapter features the premodern period of Islam, in which readers were trained in
ambiguity and appreciative of acrobatic language, riddles, fiction, and chameleonism. Evi-
dently, not all premodern readers were alike. Some were less appreciative of ambiguity than
others and criticized al-HartrT’s work for lacking realism and morality. All of them, admirers
and objectors alike, however, acknowledged the fame and remarkable qualities of the work.
The second chapter addresses a different group of readers, one that appeared in the 18~ and 19»
centuries and who had different literary tastes and conventions: i.e., modern European readers
who perceived the Haririyya as a perplexing work. Among these readers, the objections against
al-HarirT outweighed praise, and the morality and language of the Magamat became the center
of attention, mainly because they were seen to represent the Orient’s “bad taste.” The third
chapter focuses on Nahda Arab readers during the 19+ and early 20* centuries, whose modernist
agenda was influenced by European readers. They mostly condemned al-Harri and associated
him with decadence and lack of imagination. At the same time, some exceptionally playful
intellectuals of this period wrote their own magamat. Another important feature of the Nahda
period is its rediscovery of al-Hamadhani, and the censorship and modification of his episodes
to fit the conventions of the new era.

Part Il examines rare vocabulary in the Magamat. Chapter 4 clarifies the different con-
notations of gharib and enumerates the many cognitive, psychological, and financial perks of
using and collecting gharib vocabulary and expressions. It argues that al-HarirT’s trickster char-
acter represents the fascination with rare vocabulary in his times. Chapter 5 traces the devel-
opment of gharib lexicon from the data-collection period until it becomes part of the Haririyya.
| follow two quests collecting linguistic material in this chapter: the first is serious and seeks
the Bedouin as an authentic source, while the second is playful and seeks transgressive mate-
rial. Both materials already figure in the magamat of al-Hamadhani. The addition that al-Harir1
makes is that he employs this material as a tool to critique the literati of his time and to ridicule

them. Chapter 6 concentrates on the Haririyya itself and examines closely how the trickster
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changes his use of vocabulary and rhetoric depending on the audience he is addressing. The
main argument that these three chapters collaborate to make is that gharib is not used as a
decorative element in the magamat but as a systematic device that fulfills clear functions.

Part three focuses on the theme of strangerhood and argues that the Magamat offers a
cultural theory of estranged subjectivity that was common in its time and relatable and relevant
also today. Chapter 7 opens with a lexical analysis of the term gharib meaning being a stranger.
Based on the connotations of this term, which revolve around recognition, isolation, banish-
ment, and punishment, | engage with different premodern literary sources and infer that
strangerhood or ghurba during the premodern period of Islam was an ambiguous experience
that brought pain yet also provided curiosities and financial gain. In Chapter 8, | study the
backstories of Abli Zayd al-Sarijji, al-Hariri’s picaro, and Abi al-Fath al-Iskandari, al-
Hamadhant’s trickster, and argue that the former is an ambiguous stranger who combines all
the different nuances of ghurba, positive and negative, while the latter is rootless and cynical,
and shows little depth. Chapter 9 focuses on the character of Abli Zayd al-Sartji, and closely
reads four magamatr (Mt. 19, 39, 49, 50) in which al-Sar@jT does not flee, but remains in place
to express and experience failure, weakness, and isolation. | read these four episodes as possi-
ble closures which al-Harirt scatters in his work to accentuate their ambiguity and to amplify

the strangeness and strangerhood of his trickster.



Part I:

Haririyya Readership

“I have provided the explanation to the secrets of each riddle underneath it and have
not made the unveiling of [the solution] far to fetch on those who read [the explanation].
There remain a few words contained in this magama that may cause confusion to some
who come across them. I, therefore, want to clarify them to them, to save them the
confusion [that comes with] uncertainty, the labor of pondering, and the disgrace of
searching and inquiry.” al-HarirT commenting on the riddles of al-Magama al-Shataw-

iyya.
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Preface

“I have never seen among the books of Arabic and adab, nor amongst the volumes of
Persians and Arabs, a book better written, more strangely composed, more comprehen-
sive of linguistic marvels (al- ‘aja’ib al- ‘arabiyya), more inclusive of literary rarities
(al-ghara’ib al-adabiyya) ... than the Magamat written by the master, the elegance of
the age, and the perfection of his era, Abii Muhammad al-Qasim b. “Al1 al-Harir1.” al-
Mutarrizi (d.1213).

“Badi’ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani appeared on the [literary] scene at the 4 century; in his
hands, Arabic prose transformed into sorcery [sha ‘wadha]. Not only did al-Hamadhani
use pretentious rhyme [al-saj° al-mutakallaf] and stylistic/rhetorical figures
[muhassinat badi ‘iyya), he also added ighrab [remoteness or strangeness]. When one
reads excerpts of his work, one senses that he wishes to show the most skill in fashion-

ing strange, ambiguous speech, as if he were a clown.” ‘Alf al-Wardi (d.1995).2
Almost seven centuries separate ‘Ali al-Wardi (d. 1995), the Iraqi social historian, from the
philologist and commentator, al-Mutarrizi (d. 610/1213). Discussing the magama, both em-
phasize the gharib (the remote, strange, peculiar) as a key feature of the genre. However, their
conclusions are different. Did the genre change over time? Or did its more recent audience
develop a new taste? How did “strange composition,” “linguistic marvels,” and “literary rari-
ties” change from being a sign of innovation and originality to the marker of being a “clown”?
To answer these questions, | examine the Haririyya’s reception history, epitomized by
three groups of readers who shaped its history and contributed to its fame and infamy. The first
group belongs to the premodern period of Islam. They admired ambiguity and engaged posi-
tively with strangeness and multiplicity of meaning. They praised al-Hariri’s Magamat and
described it as inimitable (Chapter 1). The second group features modern Orientalists of the
18" and 19+ centuries, who studied al-Har1r1’s Magamat with a mixture of admiration and per-
plexity. Those who admired it, such as Friedrich Ruckert who translated most of al-Harir’s

episodes into German in rhyming prose, were fewer than those who criticized its mannerisms,

Lal-Mutarrizi, al-Idah fi sharh magamat al-Hariri, edited by Khurshid Hasan, PhD diss. (La-
hore: University of the Punjab, 2005), 32. Translation adapted from Matthew L. Keegan in
“Throwing the Reins to the Reader: Hierarchy, Jurjanian Poetics, and al-Mutarrizi’s Commen-
tary on the Magamat,” Journal of Abbasid Studies, 5 (2018), 105-145.

2 ‘Alf al-Wardi, Ustiirat al-adab al-rafi ‘, Second edition (London: Dar Kiifan, 1994), 215.
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immorality, and bad taste (Chapter 2). The narrative espoused by the second group circulated
widely and found its way to a third group of readers, the Nahdawis of the 19+ century and early
20~ century. Preoccupied with modern, pragmatic conventions of clarity, seriousness, and func-
tionality, most scholars from the Nahda period condemned al-Hariri’s Magamat and advocated
for a new literature that disinherits and breaks away from the literary products of “the age of
decadence.” A few Nahdawis, however, were attuned to the utility of the genre and used it to
channel their sense of humor a playful spirit, producing magamat that address the concerns of
their time (Chapter 3).

All three groups had objections against the Magamat, even during the premodern era, in
which this collection of episodes enjoyed its highest fame and recognition. During this period,
several individuals criticized al-Harri’s plagiarism, acrobatic wordplay, realism, and his ten-
dency to favor the trickster over the scholar. Objections were usually brief and mostly by com-
mentators who were trying to understand the Haririyya, or by other magama writers who
wanted to contrast their work to al-Harir’s. Other literati also criticized al-Hariri for being too
ambiguous (e.g., Ibn al-Tigtaqa) or for being unable to compose in any other genre (e.g., Ibn
al-Athir). However, they could not deny his fame and his mastery of language. Conversely, in
the modern period, and owing to a novel paradigm of reception of the Haririyya, by European
readers with different tastes and literary conventions, criticism against al-Harir’s Magamat
became more elaborate and even harsher. Influenced by Christian and Victorian conventions
of morality, Orientalists criticized the Haririyya’s immoral trickster and treated him not as a
fictitious character but as a representative of all Muslims. When the Haririyya’s wordplay and
constrained writing resisted translation, Orientalists stigmatized the work as pompous, opague,
and untranslatable. As for the majority of the Nahdawis, al-Hariri’s Magamat became a repre-
sentative of a corrupt past that they must forget and erase. In order not to dismiss the magama
genre altogether, however, they would revive the better and less shocking model of al-

Hamadhani, yet with many adjustments and omissions.
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Chapter 1

The Haririyya as a Miraculous Work for the Premodern Reader

This chapter is an overview of the Haririyya’s reception among its first readers: the premodern
literati. It examines the reasons behind the Haririyya’s fame and the few objections that were
raised against it, from its moment of composition until the end of the pre-modern period. Owing
to their “training in ambiguity,”? one that allows for different discourses to exist side by side,
premodern readers admired al-Hariri’s Magamat and held it to be inimitable (i jaz) and mar-
velous (‘ajiba). Their testimonies emphasize three features that explain the work’s success: its
chameleonism, meaning its ability to declaim a subject both positively and negatively; its elab-
orate examples of wordplay; and its funny stories. Al-Hariri’s Magamat also incurred some
criticism, which addressed moral issues, complex language, and fictionality. Nevertheless,
these reservations always came alongside admiration, even from the harshest of critics, who
held the work in high esteem. This chapter argues that al-Hariri and his premodern readers
shared a taste for ambiguity and complex language.

|. Between ‘4jz (incapability) and / jaz (inimitability)

‘Ajz means to be helpless and incapable. 4 jaza, on the other hand, means to cause ‘ajz, to
incapacitate. From the latter, premodern linguists derived the term i jjaz, to argue for the supe-
riority of the Qur’an and describe its central miraculous feature, which incapacitates those who
try to emulate it or exhaust its meanings. The discussion on i jaz is always, in one way or
another, a discussion on failure and incompetence. It involves those who failed to comprehend
the aesthetic superiority of the Qur’an, those who could not attain its degree of eloquence, those
who tried to imitate its style and failed, and those whom God turned away or incapacitated
(sarafa) from producing something similar to it.

1 jaz is attributed to the Qur'an because it represents the word of God and originates from
a divine, extraordinary source.? Despite its literary nature and human attributes, the Haririyya
earned the same qualification of i jaz, during the premodern period, thanks to its enthusiastic

admirers and readers (see below).

! This expression is used by Bauer in A Culture of Ambiguity. See Introduction.

2 For further discussions on i jaz, see Richard C. Martin, “Inimitability,” in Encyclopaedia of
the Qur’an, vol. 11, (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2002), 526-535; Lara Harb, “Nazm, Wonder, and
the Inimitability of the Qur’an,” in Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic Experience in Classical Arabic
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 203-251.
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This exceptional status did not shield al-Hariri from his share of accusations of incapa-
bility and failure. For instance, Diya’ al-Din ibn al-Athir (d.637/1239) claims that Ibn al-
Khashshab (d. 567/ 1172) called al-Harir1 “a man of magamar” or “rajul magamat,” indicating
that, of all types of prose, he was only capable of writing the magamat (lam yuhsin min al-
kalam al-manthiir siwaha).® Those acquainted with al-Hariri’s oeuvre know that he also wrote
epistles, a didactic poem on grammar called Mulhat al-i ‘rab, and a collection of critical notes
on the incorrect usage of certain expressions, which he named Durrat al-ghawwas fi awham
al-khawass (see Chapter 5). Ibn al-Athir dismisses all these works, adding that “when he does
write something other [than the magamal, he says nothing (Wa-in ata bi-ghayriha la yagqiil
shay’a).”

Diya’ al-Din ibn al-Athir was obviously not an admirer of al-Harir1, but so were many
other readers. Some even attacked the Haririyya immediately after it started circulating. The
famous geographer and biographer Yaqut al-Hamaw1 (d. 626/1229) reports that when al-Har1r1
wrote forty magamat, he brought them from Basra to Baghdad. They found immediate success
among the people, and they adored them. Shortly afterward, however, al-Hariri was accused of
plagiarism, because the style of the magamat hardly resembled his earlier writings. To defend
his integrity, al-Hariri promised to write another episode. He stayed in his house in Baghdad
for forty days yet failed to put two words together. Ashamed and defamed, al-Hariri returned
to Basra, where he managed to write ten additional episodes in place of one, thus silencing his
critics permanently.®

The genuineness of the anecdote cannot be proven, but it qualifies as a dramatic story. It
includes defeat, suspense, and a happy ending. Most importantly, it brings to mind an earlier
challenge raised by God in the Qur’an. In the ayat al-tahaddr or challenge verses, God dares
the nonbelievers to compose ten (or even one) chapters of comparable quality and eloquence
to those of the Qur’an,® which they of course fail to do, owing to the inimitability of the Qur’an.

Al-HarirT from the anecdote above does not fail. He is challenged to write only one additional

% Diya’ al-Din ibn al-Athir, al-Mathal al-sair fi adab al-katib wa-\-sha ‘ir, edited by Ahmed
al-Hafi and Badawi Tabana, vol. | (Cairo: Nahdat Misr, N.D), 40.

4 1bid.

® Yaqit al-Hamawi, Irshdd al-arib ila ma ‘rifat al-adib, vol. V, edited by Thsan ‘Abbas (Beirut:
Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1993), 2203-2204.

® Had, verse 13: “Or do they say, ‘He has forged it’? Say: ‘Then bring you ten suras the like of
it, forged; and call upon whom you are able, apart from God, if you speak truly.” Arthur J.
Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (London: Oxford University, 1964), 212.
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magama, but he writes ten. As the Prophet had done, al-HarirT proved the superiority of his
skill and silenced his challengers.

After this unfavorable reception, the Magamat begins a new era of indisputable success
characterized by i jaz. According to Yaqut, al-HarirT authorized 700 copies of his Magamat,
between 504/1110, the year of the work’s completion, and 516/1122, the year of his death. The
striking number of these copies can be explained by the sama ‘at or auditions. Al-Harir recited
the episodes to several recipients at the same time, some were even children,” and they all
received his ijaza (a certificate of transmission). According to Pierre A. MacKay, “the system
of oral transmission through sama ‘ar was at first intended purely for legal texts and other seri-
ous writings, but during the fifth century of Islam it came to be applied even to works of im-
aginative literature.”® The shift from using sama ‘¢ (audition certificates) to authenticate legal
and serious documents to authenticating fictitious and what many believed to be frivolous an-
ecdotes of a trickster attests to the Haririyya’s developing aesthetic value among its first read-
ers. One of the earliest sama ‘at of al-Hariri’s Magamat is recorded in MS. Cairo 105, dated
504/1110. Besides being the oldest available manuscript of the Haririyya today, it contains
four folios of audition certificates, given between 504/1110 and 683/1284. The first folio con-
tains the certificate of Abu al-Mu‘ammar al-Mubarak al-Ansar (d. 549/1154), who attended
al-Hariri’s auditory and copied the episodes. The first folio also includes the names of the
thirty-eight scholars who attended the same auditory and had their copies signed. According to
the marginal notes, this auditory lasted more than a month, between around the first of Rajab
until the seventh of Sha ‘ban.®

Besides the Haririyya’s success among copyists and transmitters, it continued to gain the
praise of eminent scholars centuries later. The theologian al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144), for
instance, writes on his own copy of the Magamat the following testimonial:

| swear by God and His marvels,
By the pilgrims’ rite and their shrine

al-Hartrm’s Assemblies are worthy

" Hameen-Anttila says that ‘‘even minors were brought to the readings of the Haririyya to
receive the ijaza. Aba Tahir al-Khushii‘7 (d. 598/1201), for example, was, at the age of two,
present at a reading in 512/1118 and received an ijaza for the magamas and another for Durrat
al-ghawwas.’’ Hdmeen-Anttila, “al-Hariri,” in EI3.

8 MacKay, “Certificates of Transmission,” 6.

® For further details on MS Cairo 105, see Pierre A. MacKay, “Certificates of Transmission,”
1-81.
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To be written in gold each line°
A miracle that renders all mankind obsolete
Even when they follow the light of his lamp**
21 5 i sl
Alise g Fall jaidagy
b A sl
il o5
Ol JS Jaais jani
alSlia ¢ g 8 )5 5 sl
Al-Zamakhshari situates al-HarirT between two literary references. The first is explicit and con-
cerns future emulators who will try to follow al-Harir1’s steps in vain. The second alludes to
the pre-Islamic poets whose Mu ‘allagar*® were allegedly written in gold. To assert al-Hariri’s
worth, al-ZamakhsharT reproduces the logic of i jaz. That is, the superiority of al-Hariri’s work
is measured by the powerlessness and incapability it engenders in future emulators. Neverthe-
less, this did not discourage al-ZamakhsharT from writing his own collection of magamat.
Similarly, while recoding al-Hariri’s lengthy biography, Yaqut describes the Haririyya
as follows:
With his magamat, Harir1 surpassed the predecessors, and inflicted ‘ajz [incapability]
on the successors ... The book of Magamat gained a prosperity and luck that no other
book ever had. It combined genuine quality and oratory, [showcased] an abundant num-

ber of terms... [It] selected the pearls of words and brought them together. If al-Harir1

10 Al-Zamakhshari, quoted in ‘Abd al-Qadir ibn ‘Umar al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab wa-lubb
lubab lisan al- ‘arab, edited by Abd al-Salam Haran, 3rd edition (Cairo: al-Khanji, 1997), 46,
trans. Reynold A. Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs [First published in 1907] (NY &
London: Routledge, 2014).

11 Al-Zamakhshari, quoted in Muhammad Rashid Rida (d.1935), Tafsir al-Qur’an al-hakim,
vol. XII (N.C: al-Hay’a al-Masriyya al-‘Amma li-I-Kitab, 1990), 38.

12 The Mu ‘allagat: “a collection of pre-Islamic Arabic poems, generally numbered at seven.
The tradition of poetical anthologies is old and has left traces in every aspect of later poetic
criticism. ... Among the proposed etymologies, the oldest, and probably the one most to be
regarded with caution, claims that the universal admiration for these poems led the ancients to
write them on cloth in letters of gold (whence the other appellation of mudhahhabat.” See G.
Lecomte, “al-Mu ‘allakat,” in n: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, edited by: P. Bear-
man, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs, accessed accessed June 20,
2023, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5269
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would have claimed i jaz with his magamat, no one would have dared to contradict,

doubt, or challenge him.3
While al-Zamakhshar assigns ‘ajz or incapacity to future emulators, Yaqat emphasizes al-
HarTrT’s superiority to both predecessors and successors. To Yaqut, Hariri is the pinnacle of
adab, whom no one can surmount, and his magamat are only compared to the most superior
book in the Arabic language. R. A. Nicholson notes that the Haririyya has kept this esteemed
rank next to the Qur’an for eight centuries, and they both constituted “the chief treasure of the
Arabic tongue.”** In Yaqiit’s words, however, the Magamat al-Hariri is not placed next to the
Qur’an, but rather above it. The sentence “if he would have claimed i jaz” refers to the chal-
lenge verses. In the case of the Qur’an, nonbelievers “dared” to contradict, doubt, and challenge
both the Prophet Mohamed and God, but in the case of al-Hariri’s Magamat, questioning and
challenging were not even an option.

To assert al-Hariri’s superiority, readers compared his book to iconic works such as
Qur’an and Mu ‘allagat, and also to earlier magamat, especially to those of the father of the
genre Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani. Al-Qalgashandi (d.821/ 1418), for instance, describes the
prominence of the Haririyya’s saying:

Then al-Harir followed him [al-Hamadhani] and composed his fifty famous magamat.

They were of absolute beauty and enjoyed the best fortune. They appealed to the elite

and to the common people, sending Badi‘’s magamat into oblivion and all but caused

them to be rejected.”®® (hatta ansat magamat al-Badi‘ wa-sayyarathd ka-\-marfiida).
One may argue that unlike his readers al-Harir1 did pay homage to al-Hamadhani in the opening
if his Magamat and referred to him as “a mighty passer of goals, a worker of wonders.”*® This
praise, however, as the Andalusian commentator al-Sharishi (d. 619/ 1223) notices later is
nothing but a ruse. al-Sharishi clarifies true intentions behind Hariri’s seemingly praising
words as follows:

Al-Harrt acknowledges al-Badi‘’s deeds and his preeminent excellence, which testifies

to his [al-HarirT’s] courtesy and politeness. ... However, he secretly alludes to some-

thing else. Specifically, when he argues that Badi"’s merit is due to his antecedence

B yaqut, Irshad, vol. V, 2202-2205.

14 Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs, 329.

15 Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a ‘sha fi kitabat al-insha, vol. 14 (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Masriyya,
1922), 110.

16 al-Hariri, The Assemblies of al-Hariri, Vol. |, translated by Thomas Chenery (London: Wil-
liams and Norgate, 1867), 106.



Essakouti 45

[sabq] ... he is insinuating—to those who are clever enough to understand him—that
Badi‘’s claim to merit is due to his precedence in time (innama fadluhu bi-tagaddum
al-zaman). ... He pretends to drop the whole matter, yet toward the end of the book, in
the 47" magama, he announces his partiality to successors over predecessors, and his
preference of himself over Badi'. Thus, [on the tongue of al-Sartiji], he declares: “If al-
Iskandart has been before me, the dew precedes the shower, but the shower excels the
dew in fructifying bounty.” Had al-Harir followed the conduct of impolite scholars,
declared the pre-eminence of his magamat over al-Badi'’s, insulted the latter and un-
dermined his worth, his attack would have turned on him. ... However, since al-Har1r
praised al-Badi‘ and paid him his due merit and acknowledged his superiority in full,
while only glancing at himself quickly and secretly—an act that only a few could deci-
pher—God shielded him (satara Allah ‘alayh) and gratified him with fame.’
As an enthusiastic admirer of al-Hariri, al-Sharishi does not condemn his misleading words.
He praises them as an act of courtesy, politeness, and respect. First, because they save al-Hariri
from a reputation of arrogance. Second, they pay al-Hamadhani his due respect. Finally, and
most importantly, they provide the commentator with hidden clues that “only few readers” can
decipher to solve the riddle. By noticing the hidden message behind the word sabq (anteced-
ence), al-Sharishi invokes the ability of the narrator of the Magamat to reveal the trickster’s
true identity and intentions. In this case, al-HarirT becomes the trickster himself. The thrill of
noticing the coded attack and the exclusive claim to solving it are placed above moral judg-
ment. Consequently, instead of addressing al-Hariri’s ungratefulness to the father of the genre,
al-Sharishi enjoys being part of the Haririyya’s playfulness.’® It is no wonder, therefore, that
Haririyya readers praised its ambiguity and complex language: it allowed them to be part of
its game.
One last example of a Haririyya enthusiast is the philologist and adib, al-Safadi (d. 764/

1363). His admiration for the Magamat made him collect six audition certificates from different

17" Al-Sharishi, Sharh magamat al-Hariri, edited by Ibrahim Shams al-Din, vol I (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Timiyya, 1998), 27-8. Al-Sharishi’s words are my translation; as for al-Hariri’s
prose, the translation is F. Steingass’ in al-Hariri, The Assemblies of Hariri, Vol. |1, translated
by Francis Joseph Steingass (London, 1898), 162.

18 Centuries later, this playfulness will be replaced by grave seriousness, such as Nadir Kazim’s
claim that “al-Harmrm’s praise of Badi® al-Zaman was the first verse in the eulogy of
Hamadhani’s magamat.” See Nadir Kazim, al-Magamat wa-1-talaqqi; bahth fi anmat al-
talaqqr li-maqamat al-Hamadhani fi al-naqd al- ‘arabi al-hadith, (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-
‘Arabiyya, 2003), 85.



Essakouti 46

teachers and sources, in order to obtain the shortest chain of transmission to al-Hariri.*® The
earliest and last certificates are more than thirty years apart, which means that al-Safadi spent
half his life trying to get closer to al-Hariri’s original text. al-Safadi’s enthusiasm for the
Haririyya was not limited to collecting its authorities. He also defended it against its critics.
Responding to Diya’ al-Din ibn Athir, al-Safad1 writes:
[The Magamat is] a famous book, an example to follow, and one of the pillars of adab.
Its words and meanings are an authoritative source. Its copies are as humerous as its
letters (hurif) ... People have composed lengthy commentaries on the Magamat, in-
cluding al-Mas‘adi, who wrote two commentaries on it, al-Mutarrizi, Ibn al-Anbari,
and Abti al-Baga’, among other. Some, I have seen, have claimed that the Magamat are
chemical codes ... As for me, whenever I read or remember this episode [M14], I feel
as if intoxicated by wine and happier than someone travelling at night with sunrise.?
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Al-Safadi does not use ‘ajz (incapability), mu jiza (miracle), nor i jaz (inimitability) in his de-
fense of the Haririyya. He highlights the wide reception of the work, more specifically, the
reception of the strangeness of the language (i.e., “chemical codes”). Moreover, he observes
that the inability of readers to emulate and understand the Haririyya did not exclude them but
made them even more engaged. Thus, they opted for another mode of literary engagement:
collecting authorities, citing the Haririyya, copying it, and writing commentaries about its
“coded” language. Al-Harir1 might have rendered his successors incapable of emulating or sur-
passing him, but he did provide them with entertainment and riddles to solve.
The audition certificates, Yaqit’s description, al-ZamakhsharT’s appraisal, al-Sharish1’s
and al-Safadi’s defense attest to the high-status al-HarirT enjoyed during the premodern period

of Islam. It also attests to his readers’ aptitude for ambiguity and riddles. The Haririyya’s com-

19 For more details, see Benedikt Reier, Documents in Books: Archival Practices in Medieval
Arabic Biographical Dictionaries, PhD Diss., Free University of Berlin, March 2022, 66-71.
20 al-Safadi, Nusrat al-tha’ir ‘ald al-mathal al-sa’ir, edited by Muhammad ‘Alf Sultani (Da-
mascus: Majma“ al-lugha al-‘arabiyya, 1971), 59-61.
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plex language and opaque meanings did not discourage them but rather provoked them to ex-
amine the work more closely and discuss it. Their “training in ambiguity” permitted them to
use purely theological terminology—which was originally coined to describe God’s unique
book—to celebrate the language of a work about deception and trickery.

Later in the 19 century, when this tolerance for ambiguity had faded, the use of i jaz to
describe the Haririyya was strongly contested. Examining al-Zamakhshari’s verses above,
Muhammad Rashid Rida (d.1865/1935) writes:

The i jaz claimed to be contained [in the Magamat] is rather an exaggeration empha-
sizing its merit within its genre. It is a saying common to all times and places, and to
any work whose language is unique. [The Magamat] is not a miracle in itself. Every-
thing it contains has been matched and surpassed. It is distinct from the i jaz of the
Qur’'an.?!
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This statement illustrates the obvious difference between the pre-modern and modern periods
of Islam; namely, modernity’s focus on clear-cut categories and clarity versus premodernity’s
playfulness and thrill for codes and riddles. ?This explains how the Haririyya shared the qual-
ity of i jaz with the Qur’an during that period, and why chameleonism, wordplay, tawriya, and
humor constituted its most praised features.

Il. The Haririyya’s Acclaimed Qualities?

1. The Ability to Contradict Oneself, or Chameleonism

Shortly after al-Hariri composed his Magamat, 1bn al-Sayrafi (d. 542/1147) included him in
his literary anthology al-Afdaliyyat.>*Admiring him, he said:
Now this al-Qasim [al-Harir1] is extremely excellent. He has a superb natural talent. He

is abundantly learned in adab, and full of good stories. The best proof of his cleverness

21 Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur an al-hakim, 38.

22 This difference will be clarified further in the second and third chapters.

23 In this section | address the different qualities of the Haririyya and skip the praise of its
strange vocabulary. This point is studied at length in Part 1l.

24 This book was written when al-HarTrT was still alive, judging by its dedication to the vizier
al-Afdal ibn Badr al-Jamali (d. 515/1121).
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and creativity is his ability to praise something fully, then blame it and unveil its ugli-
ness.?®

Ibn al-Sayrafi’s introductory sentence “now this al-Qasim” illustrates, as Hameen-Anttila
notes, that he did not think his audience was familiar with al-Hariri or knew him yet.?® Despite
the novelty of the Magamat and the unpopularity of their author, al-Sayrafi notes al-Hariri’s
erudition and creativity, and his ability to criticize and praise the same subject. The latter skill
is a good example of the appetite of pre-modern practitioners of adab for linguistic playfulness.
Al-HarirT was not the first one to elaborate on contradictions and present opposing positions in
one text. There had preceded him other playful literary genres such as tahsin al-qabih wa-
tagbth al-hasan [beautifying the ugly and uglifying the beautiful]®’ and al-mahdsin wa--
masawi (merits and faults), which “developed in the course of the first centuries of the Islamic

period, having originated within the Arabo-Muslim heritage.”?®
Al-Sharishi dedicates a section of his commentary to “Madh al-shay’ wa-dhammuh”
(Praising a Matter and Dispraising It). He argues that the Haririyya’s chameleonism and ability
to contradict its own words were not new, but rather an old literary practice that was carried by
highly appraised figures including prophets (Jesus) and Caliphs (Yazid b. Mu‘awiya), and ad-
dressed by several literary scholars. Amongst others, al-Sharishi cites two contradictory expla-
nations of the practice. First, al-Jahiz (d. 255/ 868) understands it as a tactic to appease oneself
and make sense of the turns of time, that is, to praise what one has and attack what one cannot
own (al- ‘arabiy ya ‘afu al-shay’ wa-yahjii bi-hi ghayrah, fa-in ubtuliya bi-hi fakhura bi-h).°
Second, Ibn Rashiq (d. 456/1063—4 or 463/1071) interprets it as a sign of hypocrisy that is
commonly used in panegyrics and satire.3® While citing these contradictory explanations, al-
Sharishi favors neither. He merely cites both opposing sides and lets his audience decide and
judge for themselves. In this, he follows in the footsteps of the practitioners of the merits and

faults genre, and the Haririyya’s trickster.

25 |bn al-Sayrafi (d.1147), al-Afdaliyyat, edited by Walid Qassab and ‘Abd al-°Aziz al-Mani*
(Damascus: Majma“ al-lugha al-*Arabiyya,1982), 270.

26 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 175.

21 See: Geert Jan van Gelder, “Beautifying the Ugly and Uglifying the Beautiful,” in Journal
of Semitic Studies, 48 (2003), 321-351.

28 Géries, “al-mahasin wa I-masawi,” in E12.

29 al-Jahiz, al-Hayawan, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muh. Hariin, vol. V, (Cairo: Maktabat Mustafa al-
Babi al-Halabi, 1943), 174.

30 al-Sharishi, Sharh, 154.
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A century later, al-Safadi argues that al-Hariri’s ability to bring opposites together is a
sign of true “balagha”, he says:
This is [true] eloquence: to describe something then criticize it, or to criticize it then
praise it. As he [al-Har1r1] did in al-Magama al-Dinariyya, in which he compared being
a chancery scribe and being an accountant, and where he mentions virgins and non-

virgins, marriage and celibacy, and other matters.
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These three testaments, Ibn al-Sayrafi’s, Sharishi’s, and al-Safadi’s, attest that the Haririyya’s
skillful combination of contradictions and association of opposites is a quality that premodern
readers held high for centuries. This is mainly owed to their acceptance and understanding of
playful language and taste for wordplay and ambivalence. In such a context, the Haririyya’s
trickster, Abt Zayd al-Sariij1, who spends part of the day as a preacher and the other part drunk,
achieved the highest degrees of admiration. Al-Sartiji, however, was not only a multifaceted
character but also possessed extremely clever linguistic aptitude. Owing to his mastery of
wordplay, rhetoric, and vocabulary, he could compose variations on the same meaning over

and over, never repeating the same expression twice.

2. Wordplay

Chameleonism and the ability to move between opposites is one of the Haririyya’s many lin-
guistic games, which include riddles, metaphors, constrained writing, and metonymies. These
aspects of wordplay require a deep knowledge of Arabic and a high command of grammar,
syntax, and orthography. Al-Hariri spent nine years (495-504/ 1101-1110)% writing his
magqamat, So they could encompass all sorts of literary and linguistic games. In the exordium,
he describes his corpus as follows:

[I] composed ... fifty magamat, comprising what is serious in language and lively, what

is delicate in expression and dignified; the brilliances of eloguence and its pearls, the

beauties of scholarship and its rarities: Besides what | have adorned them with of verses

of the Quran and goodly metonymies, and studded them with of Arab proverbs.

31 al-Safadi, Nusrat al-tha’ir, 61.
32 yaqut, Irshad, vol. V, 2212.
33 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 106-7.
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Al-HarirT’s literary and rhetorical efforts were not wasted on his premodern readers, who ex-
amined and studied them at length. A case in point is al-Mutarrizi (d. 610/1213), one of the
twenty commentators of the Haririyya,®* who insisted that one cannot understand al-Harir1’s
Magamat nor capture their “linguistic wonders and literary peculiarities”® (al- ‘aja’ib al-
‘arabiyya wa-\-ghard’ib al-adabiyya) without mastering the different branches of rhetoric.%
In a long introduction, al-Mutarrizi lists and defines the different rhetorical devices al-Hariri
used, including al-ta/mih, which consists in implicitly alluding to a famous story or exemplum;
al-mu ‘amma (lit. the blinded), which is to mention the name of the beloved using a play on
words, so only few would know the person in question; al-khayfa’, that is to alternate between
dotted and non-dotted words; al-ragta’, which is to alternate between dotted and non-dotted
letters; and al-hadhf, meaning to intentionally omit a letter from the entire text®’ (see Part II).
Besides these examples of wordplay, al-Mutarrizi highlights a central rhetorical tech-
nique in the Haririyya; namely, al-iham (make believe), which he defines as follows:
Al-itham, also called takhyil, means using terms with double meanings. For example,
one is near [garib] and the other is remote [gharib]. When someone hears the term, his
attention goes to the first. However, the speaker is actually intending the latter. This is
the case in the eighth magama, concerning the needle.®
Al-Tham, also called tawriya or double entendre, is not merely a figure of speech among many,
or a wordplay technique that figures in some of the magamat and disappears from others. It is,
as Kilito argues, a central tactic that all the Haririyya’s trickeries and games share.*® All Abi
Zayd al-Sariji’s tricks depend on the element of duality inherent to this technique: the surface-
level meaning deceives the audience while the true intentions are only revealed at the end of
the episode. Moreover, the trickster himself employs tawriya. He uses his different guises and
the literary performances he delivers as an illusory cover, which constitute acts of 7zam that
conceal his true identity until it is discovered by the narrator. In this sense, the Haririyya in-
volves the interpretative process of transcending the first, surface-level meaning (i.e, the per-

formance) to arrive at the secondary, more important meaning (i.e., al-Sartji’s identity). In all

3 This is at least the number of Haririyya commentaries mentioned in the entry on al-Hariri in
El2.

% al-Mutarrizi, al-Idah fi sharh magamat al-Harirt, edited by: Khurshid Hasan, Doctorate dis-
sertation (Lahore: University of the Punjab, 2005), 32.

3 Matthew Keegan, “Throwing the Reins to the Reader,” 105-145.

37 al-Mutarrizi, al-Idah, 66-69.

% |bid, 66.

3 Kilito, “Le Genre ‘Séance’: Une Introduction,” 33.
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his games of disguise, Abii Zayd al-Sartij1 is merely imitating a figure of speech and making
use of the possibilities of language.*°
These playful and ambiguous instances of wordplay were not unanimously admired. One
of the most recurrent subjects in premodern literary criticism was the old (gadim) vs. the mod-
ern (muhdath) poetic conventions, and the natural vs. the artificial. Al-Hariri’s linguistic games
belonged to the second duality. Correspondingly, al-Mutarrizi concludes the introduction to his
commentary on the Haririyya with the following defense:
These last types rarely occur in the natural speech of the precursors. They are rather
artifices that were invented by [our] contemporaries. Although they are not part of the
chosen [conduct], still they do illustrate the intelligence of their creators and the clev-

erness of their makers.
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Al-Mutarrizi admits the superiority of natural disposition, yet his admiration of al-HarTri’s
playful composition drives him to justify the latter as a sign of creativity and intelligence. In
any case, even those who did not like or understand al-Hariri’s acrobatic word games could
still read and enjoy his collection. Next to the ambiguous instances of tawriya and elaborate
instances of wordplay, which target those who master the ‘arabiyya and all sorts of rhetorical
devices, there were also funny and humorous stories exceeding what had been possible in the

Arabic language.

3. Funny Stories

Defending Maqgamat al-Hariri against its critics, al-Safadi cites the following anecdote:
We asked Abii ‘Amira, the scribe of Andalusia, why don’t you write episodes similar
to the Magamat? He replied: | do not lack the words, as for those lies that the Magamat

fabricates, | do not think I am good enough to match them.

40 1 elaborate this argument further in the following essay: Asmaa Essakouti, “The Thin Line
between Lying and Using Linguistic Possibilities: Tawriyah or Double-Entendre in al-Hariri’s
Magamar,” Arabic and World Literature, London, June 2022, 1-16.

41 al-Mutarrizi, al-Idah, 69-70.
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The Katib of Andalusia, though possessing the vocabulary to match al-Harir1’s, lacks the skill
to recreate a trickster of Abli Zayd al-SariijT’s caliber. The Haririyya’s superiority is affirmed
once again through the others’ failure to emulate it, or more accurately, the partial inability to
emulate its stories. Initially, the word akadhib, or lies, brings to mind a moral judgment against
the Haririyya or against fiction.** However, the expression “/a uhsin” and the context of the
anecdote indicate that al-Harri possessed an inimitable skill to compose stories.

Before citing the conversation with Abl ‘Amira, al-Safadi elaborates on the Haririyya’s
reception outside of the Arabic-speaking world and dwells on the reasons behind such a global
fame. He says:

The Franks read them [the magamat] to their kings in their own language. They also

illustrate them and discuss them while drinking. This is mainly thanks to their humor-

ous stories [al-hikayat al-mudhikat], their intriguing events, which incite curiosity and

a desire to hear more and to end of the story, their abundant parables and insights which

resemble Kalila wa-Dimna, and, finally, the varieties of adab, arts and styles they con-

tain.*
From the 19+ century onward, the Haririyya’s plots and anecdotes are described as weak, un-
imaginative, and of little taste (see Chapters 2 and 3). However, in al-Safadi’s time, the stories
of the magamat were entertaining, capturing, and contained an exceptional variety of adab. As
a result, they reached a bigger and broader audience, particularly those who did not necessarily
speak Arabic (through translation) and those who perhaps did not know how to read (through
illustrations). In this sense, Magamat al-Hariri enjoyed global fame during the premodern era,
owing to its entertaining anecdotes and captivating language. They triggered the public’s curi-

osity and fulfilled its expectations and literary sensibilities.

42 Ibid, 59-60.

3 While arguing for premoderns’ disapproval of fiction, Bonebakker translates the above ac-
count differently, and cites it as follows: “When Ibn ‘Amira was encouraged to engage in the
genre, he replied that he did not have the command of language necessary and did not wish to
engage in “those lies one finds in the magamat.” Bonebakker changes the first part of the ac-
count and omits the verb uAsinu from it to make his point. To compare, see al-Safadi, Nusrat
al-tha’ir, 59-60 and Seeger A. Bonebakker, “Some Medieval Views on Fantastic Stories,” in
Quaderni di Studi Arabi, vol. 10, 1992, 32.

4 Al-Safadi, Nusrat al-tha’ir, 59.
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In short, when asked about the defining aspects of al-Hariri’s Magamat, premodern
readers named many qualities. First, there is chameleonism, or the ability to assume different
positions while addressing the same subject. Second, there is wordplay, which demands a
highly educated reader who is in good command of the ‘arabiyya. Finally, there are the enter-
taining stories, which transcend the limits of language, through translation and illustration. The
premodern reception of the Haririyya was comprehensive and well-rounded. It addressed the
qualities of the Haririyya semantically, linguistically, and from a narratological standpoint,
too. Later readings of al-Hartri’s Magamat lack this very quality. Readers, more specifically,
European readers, studied it in fragments, focusing mainly on the issues of immorality and
mannerism, and used it to illustrate an already formed opinion against the East, which was
exemplified in the narrative of decadence (Chapter 2), one that Readers from the Nahda period
repeated (Chapter 3). The thoroughness of the premodern reception and the readers’ “‘training
in ambiguity,’” does not mean that all scholars during that period were in favor of the Haririyya.

Some of them did express objections to its humor and mannerisms.

I11. Premodern Objections to the Haririyya

1. Morals and Humor

The Haririyya’s core challenge to morality is that deceit and trickery can defeat good and vir-
tue, when equipped with an eloquent and frivolous tongue. Premodern readers paid attention
to this challenge and engaged with it in different ways. Al-Sharishi, for instance, compares al-
Hariri’s Magamat to Kalila wa-Dimna and argues that they both share a double structure: a
misleading surface and a hidden lesson. He concludes:
So is the magamat, although their surface is lies (kadhiban), their purpose is to train
(tamrin), refine (tahdhib) and sharpen (tadhkiyat) the student’s awareness. From al-
Sartji’s hikayat, the student can learn to be alerted to mishaps and ruses. Thus, his brain
will be immune to inadvertence and impostures (fa-tu 'man ‘ala ‘aqlih al-ghafla wa-I-
khadr ‘a).*®
Reading the Haririyya is a way to identify deceit and to protect the students from the trickery
and deception that happen in the real world. Al-Sharishi communicates to his readers that in-
stead of fearing the impact of Abt Zayd al-Sartiji, who is only a fictitious character, they should
learn from the portrayal of dishonesty, to fend it off in the real world. Besides reality versus

4 Al-Sharishi, Sharh, 34.
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fiction, al-Sharishi raises the dichotomy of zahir (external) versus batin (internal or esoteric),
which dominates the Haririyya. The trickster, his words, and his deceits are always double.
They may seem fake and deceptive on the surface, but they contain a lesson to learn and detect
underneath.
Unlike al-Sharishi, al-Hanafi (d. late sixth/twelfth century) does not hide his discomfort
toward the two founders of the magama genre, al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri, who favor the
trickster over the narrator, and allow him to escape after his trickeries have been rewarded and
gone unpunished. To correct this bias, al-Hanafi rearranges the magamat according to a new
order:
| write the magamat ... as you see, [placing] seriousness after frivolity, and base lan-
guage before the eloquent [variety]. I have not preferred Abii “Amr’s words to those of
Ibn Bassam, as they [al-Hamadhant and al-Harir1] did, nor have I placed the Mosque of
Dissent before the Sacred Mosque.*®
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Despite his disapproval of the Haririyya’s and the Hamadhaniyya’s favoritism of certain
themes and linguistic registers, al-Hanaft does not omit any of their components. He keeps both
the trickster and the educated narrator, the humor and seriousness, and the base and the elo-
quent linguistic registers. The only change he introduces is the new order. He places trickery,
frivolity, and base language in the beginning of the magama, so that seriousness and eloquence
would have the last word. This arrangement is another manifestation of a training in ambiguity,
which allowed individuals to circumvent elements that contradicted their beliefs. Nevertheless,
while accepting the juxtaposition of trickery and seriousness, the narrative had to end on the
note of the latter. Curiously, al-Hanafi was not the first magama author who gave seriousness
the last word. Al-Hariri, himself, concludes his collection with the trickster repenting from
trickery and deception (see M50 and Chapter 9).

While al-Sharisht highlights the Haririyya’s hidden serious lessons, and al-HanafT rear-
ranges the humor and seriousness of his magamat, al-Qalqashandi follows a different strategy.

He eliminates the hazl, or humor, from the magamat entirely. In his multi-volume anthology

6 Ahmad al-Razi al-Hanafi, Magamat al-Hanafi wa-ibn Nagiyva Wa-ghayrihima, edited by Os-
kar Rescher (Istanbul: Matba'at Ahmad Kamil,1914), 5. Adapted from the translation in D. J.
Stewart, “The Magamat of Ahmad b. Ab1 Bakr b. Ahmad al-Raz1 al-Hanafi and the Ideology
of the Counter-Crusade in Twelfth-century Syria,”” in Middle Eastern Literatures, Vol. 11, n.
2 (August 2008), 211-232.
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Subh al-a ‘sha fi kitabat al-insha, al-Qalqashandi studies artistic prose or insha’ by dividing it
into two categories: jiddiyyat, or serious writings, and hazliyyat, or frivolous writings. The first
part covers hundreds of pages, while the second is hardly six pages and cites only the example
of Abu Ishaq al-Sabi’s ‘Ahd al-tatafful (the Chairman of Party-crashers). Al-Qalgashandi
quotes fragments from al-Sabi’s work without commenting on them. The one note on hazliyyat
which al-Qalgashandi offers is the following:
Know that kings might show interest in writings of this kind and suggest to their writers
to compose something humorous. [Writers] would then have [to write] them according
to the request of each king, as happened with Mu ‘Tn al-Dawla ibn Buwayh al-Daylami
when he suggested Abt Ishaq al-Sabi to write a Chairman of Party-crashers about one
of his subjects, who was called ‘Alika.*’
Scribes ought to always avoid humorous writing, unless they are ordered or forced to do oth-
erwise. They must dedicate their talent to compose in the different categories of serious writing
(jiddiyyat), which al-Qalgashandi elaborates in the following hierarchal form:*
I. Magamat (starting with his own magama)
Il. Epistles:
1- Kings’ epistles
i.  Epistles of war (rasa’il al-ghazw)
ii.  Epistles of hunting (rasa’il al-sayd)
2-  Panegyrical epistles: al-Jahiz, then al-Tantikhi, and then Qalgashandi’s own
epistles.
3- Vainglorious epistles (al-fakhr)
I1l.  Qidmat [pl. gidma] al-Bundug: epistles describing shooting birds with crossbows.
IV. al-Saduqat: matrimonial epistles
V. Writings about scholars and men of letters
The magamat has nothing in common with the other forms of serious writing. They are not
addressed to kings, nor written to preserve the memory of special occasions, or of esteemed
men. They are fictitious accounts of a trickster who is only equipped with a tongue capable of
spinning trickeries. To solve this dissonance, al-Qalgashandi omits from the magamat all as-
pects that disturb his categorization, that is to say, trickery and fiction. Then he includes his

own magama which discusses different kinds of prose. Curiously, although the section on

47 Al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 360.
“8 |bid, 110-3509.



Essakouti 56

magamat opens with an homage to al-Hamadhani and al-Harir1,*° al-Qalgashandi does not cite
any of their episodes, because they obviously disturb the so-called “seriousness” of the genre.

In short, the question of Haririyya’s morality provoked three different attitudes during
the pre-modern period of Islam: seeking a hidden lesson to make sense of the deceiving surface
(al-Sharishi); rearranging protagonists by giving the serious narrator more power than the witty
trickster (al-Hanafi); and omitting humor and trickery, leaving only seriousness (al-Qal-
gashandi). These three attitudes agree that humor is not an end in itself. For al-Sharishi, it is an
amusing cover for real lessons. For al-Hanaft it is an admissible opening, perhaps to catch the
reader’s attention. For al-Qalgashandi, it is a low kind of discourse, which must be limited to
exceptional and “forced” contexts. None of these three scholars accepts the Haririyya as it is.
But none of them condemn it, either. They all acknowledge the aesthetic value of the Haririyya

and then adjust its components to fit their own needs and ends.

2. Complex Language

Ibn al-Tigtaqa (d. 709/1310) opens his book al-Fakhri fi al-adab al-sultaniyya wa-1-duwal al-
islamiyya with an attack on mannerism, ambiguity, and the Magamat. To him, all three share
the same fault: they entertain instead of instruct. Choosing education and morality, he decides
to write his book differently. He explains his method as follows:
I have committed myself to two rules [in this book]. First, to remain on the side of the
truth and only articulate justice. ... Second, to express meaning in clear, accessible ex-
pressions, so everyone could benefit from them, keeping clear of difficult syntax, which
aims to exhibit eloguence and rhetorical [skill]. Many times, have | seen authors get
taken over with the impulse of showing fluency and rhetorical [skill] that their intention
was disguised, and their meanings became undecipherable. ... My book is also more
beneficial than the Magamat, to which people hold firmly and desire to memorize.
These magamat are only good to practice writing artistic prose (insha’) and to learn the
styles of poetry and prose. True, they contain wisdom sayings (kikam), ruses (hiyal),
and [accounts of] experiences (tajarib). But they weaken resolve, as they are founded
on begging, mendicancy and vile deception for the sake of attaining trivial gains. For

though they do benefit one aspect, they harm another.°

49 Ibid, 110-111.
0 \bn al-Tiqtaqa, al-Fakhri fi al-adab al-sultaniyya wa-l-duwal al-islamiyya, (Beirut: Dar
Sadir, N.D.), 14-15.
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Ibn al-Tigtaqa addresses an audience who does not share his opinion of the magamat, as they
“hold firmly” to them and “desire to memorize” them. Accordingly, he tries to emphasize the
superiority of his work compared to the Haririyya’s elaborate style, language, and dishonest
stories. Ibn al-Tiqgtaqa criticizes al-Hariri, but he also refers to him as a successful model. De-
spite his objections, he does admit that the latter’s work contains Azikam and constitutes a good
source for practicing artistic prose. Despite his disapproval of the Magamat’s literary status,
Ibn al-Tiqtaga does not deny that it is a desirable and resourceful work. One may argue that
Ibn al-Tiqtaqa’s criticism of the Haririyya is actually a marketing ploy: he attacks a celebrated
book to establish fame for his. To do so, he had to select a famous literary work that is cherished
and sought by everyone. In any case, whether he intended it or not, the passage above empha-
sizes the high status of al-HarirT during Ibn al-Tiqtaqa’s time much more than it discredits his

complicated language.

3. Fiction vs. Reality

Shortly after the Magamat had started to circulate, the Baghdadi polymath and avid collector
of books, Ibn al-Khashshab, wrote a commentary to highlight three critical points in the
Haririyya. The first, al-Harir1’s sarigat or instances of plagiarism, which demonstrate, accord-
ing to 1bn al-Khashshab, al-Hariri’s sharp skill of finding great sources from which he can steal
(lagad khatafaha min mawaqi‘ yadull tahaddih ilayha ‘ala fadl bari).>* The second, which
occupies the largest part of the commentary, is al-HarirT’s linguistic and semantic errors in the
magamat. And the last is al-Harir1’s violation of the line separating the real and the imaginary,
assigning speech to an imaginary character, who was ordinarily human, meaning involved in
no fantastic or extraordinary events, and easily confused with reality. Though this issue is
briefly discussed by Ibn al-Khashshab, it is the chief reason for which this commentary is cited
in contemporary scholarship, which argues that fiction was not tolerable during the premodern

period of Islam, and that al-HarTrT had to “apologize” for writing fiction.%?

% Ibn al-Khashshab, Risala li-l-imam Abt Muhammad ‘Abdallah ibn Ahmad al-ma ‘viif bi-lbn
al-Khashshab al-Baghdadr fi al-i ‘tirad ‘ala al-Harivt ma ‘a intisar Ibn Barrt li-l-Hariri, in
Kitab Maqgamat al-Harirt, (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Husayniyya, 1929), 2.

52 Mathew Keegan responds thoroughly to these claims. See M. Keegan, “The Poetics of Vir-
tual Experience and the Semiotic Theory of Fiction,” in Commentarial Acts and Hermeneutical
Dramas, 231-302.
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Ibn al-Khashshab elaborates the third point of his commentary by comparing the
Haririyya to two earlier literary works, Sindibad> and Kalila wa-Dimna. He develops this
comparison as follows:

The way al-Harfr presents his discourse in this section is either an error or it is sophistry
because the invented stories (al-mawdii‘at) placed on the tongues of beasts (al-
‘aymawat) and inanimate objects (al-jamadat) that he adduces in it do not resemble his
account of al-Harith b. Hammam and Abt Zayd al-Sartiji. What is mentioned in the
book called Kalila wa-Dimna or the story of Sindibad is invented (mawdii ‘a) in order
to put forth exempla (amthal), which benefit prudence (hazm) and awareness (taya-
qquz) and serve as a prudent warning against possible errors in judgment so that it might
prevent carelessness and to give experience (tajriba) to those in power. For that reason,
exempla (amthal) were composed. ... As for Kalila and Dimna and what is like it, it is
only for [gaining] experience, and the truth (sidg) is not obscured by the lie (kidhb) in
it. That is because [what is false] departs from the familiar (al-ma fif). 1t is undoubtedly
known to everyone that a lion does not address a fox in a true sense ( ‘ala al-hagiqa). ...
Since a signal (mukhbir) informs [the reader] of it, [the untrue aspect] does not obscure
the truth. The intended meaning is known intuitively (badrhatan). Something like the
stories from al-Harith b. Hammam and Abiti Zayd al-Sartiji could exist but did not. Thus,
it is necessarily a lie that obscures the truth. Thus, it is not impossible that in everyday
life (fi al- ‘urf wa-|- ‘ada) there might be a cunning man named Abt Zayd who is from
Sariij, who has rhetoric and eloquence, and who is capable of myriad ruses (abwab al-
hiyal). ... This resembles truth in one sense and is possible, so it is a lie because its
author (wadi ‘) does not assert its reality (I yadda T sihhatahu).>*
This passage contains two main ideas: first, the Haririyya is ought not to be compared to
Sindibad and Kalila, because it lacks the educational element of mathal, which involves teach-
ing by good example and warning against bad judgment. Second, Kalila’s stories are equipped
with signals that function as reminders of its untrustworthy aspects, unlike al-Hariri’s
magamat, which resemble reality. To Ibn al-Khashshab, al-HarirT commits two errors by com-
paring his work to the tradition of invented stories: first, al-Harr substitutes the didactic pur-

pose of those stories (e.g., warning, advocating for prudence, and teaching by example) with a

%3 See “The Story of the Prince and the Seven Viziers,” in A Hundred and One Nights, edited
and translated by Bruce Fudge (New York: NY University, 2016), 216-279.
% Ibn al-Khashshab, Risala, 4-5 [Keegan’s translation].
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trivial one (e.g., entertainment and hazl); second, he makes the difference between truth and
lies obscure (multabisa), by narrating stories that can easily be misconstrued as reality.

Ibn al-Khashshab’s point on the difference between reality and fiction demands a close
examination of the two works to which he compares the Haririyya: namely, Kalila wa-Dimna
and Sindibad. All three works revolve around characters who use trickery to deceive an audi-
ence, or to rescue their lives. However, when it comes to their “realism,” they are indeed dif-
ferent. Kalila’s talking animals have no possible comparable existence in reality. Abt Zayd al-
Sartiji, however, resembles a common man, his eloquence notwithstanding. As for Sindibad,
he is a human being and a wise teacher, which makes him a realistic character who “could exist
but did not.” Nevertheless, the sub-stories which are embedded in his frame-story are less cred-
ible and contain several “signals” and fantastic elements, such as the jinni who covers the man’s
body with penises,® the talking animals in the story of “The Lion and the Thief,”*® and the
enchanted spring which changes the gender of those who drink from it.>” The three works rep-
resent figures who only exist on paper yet their degree of realism is different. By comparing
these three, Ibn al-Khashshab is drawing a wide spectrum for realism. At one end, stands the
totally impossible and fantastic example of Kalila, the least ambivalent of the three works. On
the opposite end, stands Abii Zayd who is “obscured” by reality and demands a great deal of
examination and a “suspension of belief.”®® As for Sindibad, he stands between the two, half-
human (as his features and occupation suggest) and half fiction (as his fantastic tales illustrate),
which makes him in the commentator’s logic a half-truth/half-lie. Consequently, Ibn al-
Khashshab’s problem with the Haririyya is not its fictionality, but rather its “realism”: its
anecdotes and characters were too plausible. Ibn al-Khashshab was not against the “lie,” but
rather against the semblance of truth. Had al-Harir1’s characters flown high in the sky or met
giants, Ibn al-Khashshab would have admired them deeply, but they were too normal, to the
point of resembling everyone else.

% “The Three wishes,” in A Hundred and One Nights, 271.

% “The lion and the Thief,” in A Hundred and One Nights, 263.

°" “The Enchanted Spring,” in A Hundred and One Nights, 245.

%8 Coleridge coins the expression “suspension of disbelief” in 1817, while discussing the ap-
propriate ideal mode of reading fantastic stories. The reader is asked to intentionally stop his
critical thinking and approach the fantastic tale according to its own terms, without questioning
the implausibility of talking animals or flying witches. Above, Ibn al-Khashshab is requesting
for the opposite: enhancing critical thinking and always remembering that each magama is just
a story, a lie. On the contrary to Coleridge, Ibn al-Khashshab argues for the “suspension of
belief.”

% To note, the notion as such did not exist during lbn al-Khashshab’s time.
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Most of the Haririyya readers during the premodern period of Islam did not have a prob-
lem with the plausibility of characters. In contrast to Ibn al-Khashshab, they treated Abt Zayd
al-SarfijT as a historical character with two different backstories,®° and their narrator as a repre-
sentation of the author himself. For instance, the biographer al-Dhahabi (d.693/1293) notes
some sources, al-Mas‘tdi (d. 584/1188) and ‘Ali ibn Yasuf al-Qiftt (d.646/1248), as saying
that Abii Zayd is a real person whom al-Hariri met.®* Moreover, al-Dhahabi claims that
the reason that [al-Hariri] names the narrator al-Harith ibn Hammam was to refer to
himself, thereby applying the [words of the] Hadith “You are all a harith, you are all a
hammam. The harith is the one who earns his bread [kasib] and the hammam is the one
who truly persists in attaining his goals [kathir al-ihtimam]. He, therefore, meant [the
two words] as adjectives not as proper nouns.®

Unlike al-Dhahabi who treated the trickster as a real person, al-Sharishi invented a more crea-

tive interpretation, in which both the trickster and the narrator represent al-Hariri’s experience.

The commentator draws a complex allegory where the narrator represents the author, and the

trickster stands for time (dahr), or more accurately, the vicissitudes of time [surif al-dahr]. Al-

Shartsht clarifies:
It has been reported by linguists that [his name] is a nickname for old age (kunyat al-
kibar). ... Ibn al-A‘rabi said: ‘An old shaykh is called Abt Zayd or Abh Sa‘id.” He
usually (fi alghalib) describes al-Sariiji as being marked by old age and decrepitude ...
By al-Harith b. Hammam, [al-HarirT] meant himself because he cultivates and has cares
(vahrith wa-yahumm). For that reason, he had [al-Harith] come from Basra, which is
al-Harirm’s town. He made Abu Zayd as a nickname for fickle time (kunyat al-dahr)
because [al-Hariri] describes [Abti Zayd] in ways that are only appropriate for Time,
which explains why he [al-Harith] learns from Abt Zayd, as a metaphor for the
knowledge that al-Harir1 gained in his experiences with the turns of Time.®?

The interest in the protagonists’ names, their biographies, and whom they represent demon-

strates that Ibn al-Khashshab’s reading of realism is one among many that were produced in

% In one narrative, Abii Zayd is a trickster whom al-HarirT met in person and was inspired by
his trick to write al-Magama al-Haramiyya (see Chapter 8). In another narrative, he is a student
of al-Hariri, and his full name is Aba Zayd al-Mutahhar b. Sallar. See Keegan, “The Commen-
tators on the named characters,” 294-301.

61 al-Dhahabi, Siyar a ‘lam al-nubald’, edited by Muhammad Ayman al-Shabrawi (Cairo: Dar
al-Hadith, 2006), 338-9.

%2 1hid, 339.

%3 al-Sharishi, Sharh, vol. |, 37-38 [Adapted from Keegan’s translation].



Essakouti 61

the premodern period of Islam. The novelty of invented characters made the readers produce
different interpretations to make sense of the Haririyya. The discussion on fictionality is similar
to the one on morality and wordplay. None of these objections actually discredits Magamat al-
Harirt. There is always room for compromise and admiration. Even Ibn al-Tigtaqa, who criti-
cized the Haririyya’s language and morals, could not deny its fame and status. Ibn al-
Khashshab himself, who called al-HarirT “a man of magamat” opens his commentary on the
Haririyya by admiring al-Hariri’s aptitude for finding remarkable sources and stealing from
them. In other words, all the objections against al-Hartri’s Magamat during the pre-modern
period of Islam were nuanced. They praised the work as innovative and unique because they
shared its author’s “tolerance for ambiguity” and ability to juxtapose seriousness and humor,
wisdom and trickery, fiction and reality. Consequently, it is no wonder that the Haririyya’s
remote vocabulary and strange trickster were appreciated and praised during this era (see Chap-
ters 4 & 5).

Conclusion

To conclude, scholars and readers who engaged with al-Hariri’s Magamat during the premod-
ern period are too many to include in one chapter. | have limited myself to the most famous
readers among them. These readers approached the Haririyya in different ways. Some were as
prone to chameleonism as the Magamat and its trickster. They were prepared to defend all sorts
of acrobatics and instances of wordplay (al-Sharishi, al-Safadi, Ibn Sayrafi), and to compare
the Haririyya to the best book they knew of, the Qur’an. Others, who had less aptitude for
ambiguity, omitted humor from their own magamat (al-Qalgashandi), placed hazl in the open-
ing so that seriousness can have the last word (al-HanafY), criticized the Haririyya’s complex
language (Ibn Tiqtaga), and demanded a clear separation between reality and fiction (Ibn al-
Khashshab). A third group of readers, those with an adventurous spirit, such as al-Mutarrizi,
appreciated the opaqueness and strangeness of the Haririyya and compared reading it to em-
barking on a perilous mission in the middle of the sea (‘abartu bi-safinat al-tawfiq ila sahil
bahrih) and to losing oneself in an infinite labyrinth (usahhila masalik shi ‘abih).%* From the
18™ century onward, the reception of the Haririyya changes. Gradually, we move from pre-
modern readers, who appreciated complex language, remote vocabulary, riddles, and chame-

leonism, and encounter readers with different literary conventions; namely, an appreciation for

64 al-Mutarrizi, al-Idah, 32-33.



Essakouti 62

clarity, and simplicity. In this context, Magamat al-Harirt, which was once compared to the

Qur’an, loses its fame and gradually disappear from the literary scene.
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Chapter 2

The Haririyya as a Perplexing Work for Modern European Readers

“It was only when al-HarrT arrived in Europe that he became untranslatable. But this
verdict was not issued immediately. ... Early-modern European scholars hoped to find
in the Impostures ‘an ideal text with which to practice and teach the Arabic language.’”

Cooperson, Impostures.t

In the previous chapter, Haririyya readers were mainly commentators, copyists, students, and
scholars. In this chapter, they are European translators. In Impostures, the most recent adapta-
tion of al-Hariri’s Magamat, Michael Cooperson provides a historical overview of the collec-
tion’s numerous translations from the premodern period of Islam to the present day. During the
premodern period, the Magamat were translated into Hebrew and Persian, and none of their
translators thought of them as “untranslatable.” Of course, these translators were not always
successful when faced with constrained writing, especially lipogrammatic magamat,? but they
managed to find a way around them.2 This aligns perfectly with al-Safad’s claim, discussed in
the previous chapter, that despite the Haririyya’s complex language, it was nevertheless trans-
lated, appreciated, recited in boon gatherings, and its episodes were depicted in illustrations.
The Magamat did not intimidate premodern translators, although they were unable to match
al-Harri’s linguistic games in their language. However, once the Haririyya enters its European
phase of reception, the conversation changes. What was once inimitable and unique becomes
“perplexing” and “problematic.”

In this chapter, | examine several early modern texts which were written mostly by the
Haririyya’s European translators, who sought to introduce it to European readers. | argue that,

in this new context, the Magamat lost its previous claim to aesthetic superiority and linguistic

! Cooperson, “A Note on Translation,” in Impostures, XXxvi.

2 For instance, episodes that use no dotted letters, only dotted letters, or which can read the
same way from end to beginning as they would the other way around. See Chapter 6.

3 Cooperson provides two examples. First, al-Hamidi (d. 556/1164), who argues that “the best
way to convey the experience of reading al-Hamadhani and al-HarTri was not to translate but
rather to compose original magamat in Persian.” Second, al-Harizi (d. 622/1225), who trans-
lates the Magamat fully into Hebrew and reproduced most of its palindromes, excepting a few
occasions where al-Harizi admits his inability to “reproduce this particular feature in the Holy
Tongue.” See Cooperson, Impostures, 28-30.
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charm, becoming in effect a problem: the magamat were difficult to read, impossible to trans-
late, and made little sense for the modern taste. Those who had overcome their linguistic and
literary hindrances, such as Friedrich Rickert, were criticized by their fellow scholars (see
below).

In the 18» and 19 centuries, those who failed to access the Haririyya’s “codes™ and
those who did appreciate its poetic and linguistic aspects faced two issues; namely, the legiti-
macy of al-Hariri’s work for their literary context and its utility. The Haririyya’s problematic
status in this context was due to the influence of two aspect. First, there was the influence of
the philosophy of modernity which Gerald L. Bruns summarizes as follows:

The historic task of modernity, starting in the seventeenth century and continuing to
this day, has been to develop a theory of rationality adequate to a universe of random-
ness—and not only a theory but a program of strategic operations capable of entering
into the heterogeneity of things and bringing it under control. One could say that with
modernity the task of reason was no longer to interpret the world but rather to overcome
it—to reduce it conceptually, to grasp and contain it within an order of general laws
and technological systems.> [emphasis added]
Modernity is a program, a strategy, and a system that disables all kinds of ambiguities, play-
fulness, and strangeness. It discouraged heterogeneous and multifaceted works that had de-
manded commentaries and interpretations and sought to replace them with clear, simple, and
accessible works that articulated their meaning from the first reading. This explains why man-
nerism and favoring form over content were one of the main objections held against al-Harir1’s
Magamat (see below). Second, there was the influence of the methods of Orientalism, which
Edward Said explains as follows:
Orientalism ... is not an airy European fantasy about the Orient, but a created body of
theory and practice, ... Continued investment made Orientalism, as a system of
knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering through the Orient into West-
ern consciousness.®
On top of controlling the Haririyya’s meanings and eliminating its complexity, following the
dictates of modernity, al-Hariri’s Magamat was treated, in the context of Orientalism, as a

4 See the previous chapter for the discussion on al-Safadi comparing the Haririyya’s language
to chemical codes.

® Gerald L. Bruns, “Toward a Random Theory of Prose,” in Theory of Prose by Viktor Shklov-
sky, translated by Benjamin Sher (lllinois: Dalkey Archive Press, 1991), ix.

® Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003) [first published 1978], 6.
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byproduct of an act of “filtering,” an “object of study,” and as an “illustration” of the Orient’s
“poor taste” and “immorality.” The latter was emphasized relentlessly by Orientalist readers
who judged Abu Zayd’s morality according to Christian and Victorian morals, deeming it cor-
rupt (see Preston and Renan’s positions below).

To demonstrate the early modern Orientalist engagement with the Haririyya, this chapter
first addresses the mechanisms of Orientalism as elaborated by Edward Said. Second, it ad-
dresses the objections that modern Orientalists expressed against the Haririyya; namely, its
display of ambiguity, use of mannerisms, and immorality. Finally, the chapter discusses the
apologies which the French and British translators of the Magamat supplied to guarantee in-
terest in their work. These apologies take two different forms. The first is addressed from the
translator to the European reader who is not accustomed to such strange compositions. The
second is on behalf of the Haririyya, for it is merely a product of a “decadent” culture and

society.

|. Edward Said and the Mechanisms of Orientalism

Edward Said defines Orientalism as a hegemonic system of knowledge that filters the Orient’s
practices, beliefs, and culture to reduce it into an “imaginary space” that is immoral, exotic,
and regressive.” The goal of such a narrative was to display the East as a mute object, devoid
of agency, and in need of Europe’s mission civilisatrice. The applicability of Said’s notion of
Orientalism will prove valid in different ways in this chapter. First, | note two objections to it.

Said falls into the trap of Western hegemony when he limits his study to works and fig-
ures that fascinated Europeans, such as the Arabian Nights, the Sphinx, Cleopatra, and Baby-
lon, and leaves others that were more significant for people in the Arab world. The Haririyya
and its trickster Abii Zayd are a case in point: though dominating the Arabic literary scene for
eight centuries, being second only to the Qur ‘an (See previous chapter), the work and its trick-
ster do not figure in his account of Orientalism. Said reproduces the Orientalist system he was

trying to deconstruct, mainly, because he chooses the West as the main interlocutor.® Moreover,

" 1bid, 7.

8 Dabashi criticizes Edward Said and argues for the importance of “changing the interlocutor.”
He says: “The principle [sic] problem I see in both Said and Spivak is that they take (against
their own better judgment) the idea of “the West” altogether too seriously and write and react
to it as the principle [sic] interlocutor of their own critical judgment.” Hamid Dabashi, Post-
Orientalism: Knowledge and Power in Time of Terror, (New Brunswick & New Jersey: Trans-
action Publishers, 2009), 272.
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Said focuses mainly on French and British manifestations of Orientalism,® selecting them for
their blatant imperialist agenda.® Limiting himself to Franco-British Orientalism, Said creates
a simple, one-sided narrative: villains vs. victims, and oppressors vs. the oppressed. Conse-
quently, he does not engage with other kinds of Orientalism: German Orientalism, for example,
which had little “imperialist envies” and was more interested in the Orient for theological,
philological, and romantic reasons.!* Despite these objections, Said’s notion of Orientalism
provides an analytical framework that helps in the case of French and British translators of the
Magamat discussed below. It is of little use, however, in the case of Friedrich Riickert (d. 1866)
who translates the Magamat into German in rhyme. For the purpose of this chapter, Said’s
analytic framework will help uncover the Franco-British Orientalist discourse in the reception
of works from the “orient,” such as the Haririyya, through employing discursive mechanisms,
such as comparativism, exteriority, fragmentation, representation, and textualization.

Comparativism, according to Said, is contrasting the modern European embodied in ‘us’
to its Oriental opposite, ‘them.” This strategy dehumanizes the Orient and provides the West
with a sense of superiority. Said explains, “It is enough for “us” to set up these boundaries in
our own minds; “they” become “they” accordingly, and both their territory and their mentality
are designated as different from “ours.” To a certain extent modern and primitive societies
seem thus to derive a sense of their identities negatively.”*? The distance created between “us”
and “them” stresses the difference between the two, othering the Orient, muting it, and declar-
ing the superiority of the West. The inferiority of the Orient excludes “them” from the conver-
sation and allows the Orientalist scholar to work in “a circle sealing off him and his audience
from the world at large.”*® The intimacy between the Orientalist and his interlocutors places
the Orient at the exterior, at a distance from the closed “circle.”

The second mechanism is therefore exteriority. According to Said:

% “The French and the British have had a long tradition of what I shall be calling Orientalism,
a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in European
Western experience. ... To speak of Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly, although not
exclusively, of a British and French cultural enterprise.” Said, Orientalism, 1-4.

10 «“The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's greatest and richest
and oldest colonies.”” Ibid, 1.

11 For an elaborate discussion on the German way and reasons for studying the Orient, see “The
Peculiarities of German Orientalism” (28-37) and “The Lonely Arabists” (118-123) in Suzanne
L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race and Scholarship,
(New York: Cambridge University press, 2009).

12 Said, Orientalism, 54.

13 Ibid, 124.
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Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is, on the fact that the Orientalist, poet or
scholar, makes the Orient speak, describes the Orient, renders its mysteries plain for
and to the West. He is never concerned with the Orient except as the first cause of what
he says. What he says and writes, by virtue of the fact that it is said or written, is meant
to indicate that the Orientalist is outside the Orient, both as an existential and as a moral
fact. ... The exteriority of the representation is always governed by some version of the
truism that if the Orient could represent itself, it would; since it cannot, the representa-
tion does the job, for the West, and faute de mieux, for the poor Orient.!*
Oriental subjects are thus passive and mute. Unlike the Orientalist, who describes, decodes,
and speaks, the Orient functions to illustrate and display what the Orientalist already presumes.
Lacking both agency and voice, the Orient cannot form its discourse, and the Orientalist must
therefore intervene, take the word, and “represent” it. The intervention does not occur in the
Orient itself but in Europe, in the context of “sealed circles” of discussion between Orientalists,
and in the form of “World Exhibitions,” which bring people from “the Orient” to display them
praying, belly-dancing, and riding donkeys.'® Unable to be present “there,” the Orientalist

[13

builds a replica, a “stage,” that “represents” the Orient’s “unfamiliar” figures. Said does not

address material ‘representations,” which included bringing actual people and donkeys to Eu-

rope to be exhibited, but rather focuses on figurative representation. He says:
The Orient is the stage on which the whole East is confined. On this stage will appear
figures whose role it is to represent the larger whole from which they emanate. The
Orient then seems to be, not an unlimited extension beyond the familiar European
world, but rather a closed field, a theatrical stage affixed to Europe. ... [On] this Ori-
ental stage stands a prodigious cultural repertoire whose individual items evoke a fab-
ulously rich world: The Sphinx, Cleopatra, Eden, Troy, ... settings, in some cases
names only, half-imagined, half-known; monsters, devils, heroes; terrors, pleasures,
desires.'® [emphasis added]

Muted and represented, the Orient turns into a theatrical stage, and a spectacle. Heroism blends

with monstrosity, and pleasure mixes with terror. It is an object of entertainment and fantasy.

The authenticity of the show is not required, as it would disturb the pleasure of the narrative

and spoil the fantasies built around it.

14 Ibid, 20-1.

15 Timothy Mitchell, “The World as Exhibition,” in Comparative Studies in Society and His-
tory, Vol. 31, No. 2 (April 1989), 217-236.

16 Said, Orientalism, 63.
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The Orient’s dependency and the Orientalist guardianship was further perpetuated
through textualization and fragmentation. Said explains the first as follows, saying, “[t]he Ori-
ent studied was a textual universe by and large; the impact of the Orient was made through
books and manuscripts. ... Even the rapport between an Orientalist and the Orient was tex-
tual.”*’ Accordingly, one can easily write about the Orient without ever seeing it.'® Especially,
since this othered, muted, and represented Orient does not figure on a map. It is an ‘imaginary
space’ created by the Orientalist’s imagination. In this sense, the choice of studying the Orient
through manuscripts becomes a significant one. Manuscripts represent the past, and the study
of which distances the Orient further, geographically, and chronologically, which equates the
Orient with the old, or archaic even. Through this process, moreover, the West becomes syn-
onymous with the spirit of the modern, the present, and progression.

A complete text, as Said argues, may provoke a sense of completeness and cohesion
which may contradict the “Orient’s inability to speak.” As a result, Orientalists published their
works as select extracts and fragments, which brings us to the last mechanism, fragmentation.
Said elaborates:

Not only are Oriental literary productions essentially alien to the European; they also
do not contain a sustained enough interest, nor are they written with enough “taste and
critical spirit,” to merit publication except as extracts. ... Therefore, the Orientalist is
required to present the Orient by a series of representative fragments, fragments repub-
lished, explicated, annotated, and surrounded with still more fragments.*®
When the Orient is not muted, it speaks in select textual fragments. To bring these pieces to-
gether, Orientalists must comment, present, introduce, and explain. The fragments disappear
under a mass of para-textual elements, which represent the perceptions and positions of those
who study the manuscript rather than that of the work itself. In this form, the fragments are
hardly visible. They are merely a pretext to show the abilities of the scholars, who undertake
the “tasks of modernity,” of rationalizing, ordering, and “controlling meaning.”

In short, Orientalists used comparativism, exteriority, representation, textualization, and

fragmentation as discursive mechanisms, amongst others, to control the Orient and to turn it

into an imaginary space that stands for everything that is not European or modern. Selections

17 1bid, 52.

18 Karl May’s novels are a good example of that. See Tassilo Schneider, “Finding a new Heimat
in the Wild West: Karl May and the German Western of the 1960s.” Journal of Film and Video
(1995), 55-60.

19 Said, Orientalism,128-9.
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by Oriental figures depicted the heroic, exotic, monstrous, obscene, and romantic (the Sphinx,
Cleopatra, Eden, etc.). As will be shown below, “Oriental” texts helped with learning Arabic
and demonstrating the intellectual superiority of the Orientalist, who could critically and ra-
tionally study them and “their people.” It is in this context that al-Har1t1’s Magamat were trans-
lated into European languages starting in the 17+ century, first into Latin by Jacob Golius in
1656,2° then into other European languages in the 18 and 19» centuries. Most of these transla-
tors treated the Haririyya as a document that reflects the Oriental mind. The European taste
preferred the ‘exotic Orient’?! that figures in the Arabian Nights to al-HarTrT’s complicated
wordplay, immoral language, and monotonous stories (see Introduction). Consequently, the
prefaces of the Magamat’s translations usually emphasize the translators’ objections to the

Haririyya and list their apologies and justifications for being interested in them.

I1. Objections against al-Har1r1’s Magamat
1. Veiled Language

In the premodern period of Islam, difficult language, rare terms (gharib), and constrained writ-
ing (e.g., lipograms) spoke to the Haririyya’s inimitability and uniqueness. For most of the
modern European translators, however, these features were nothing but problems hindering
their task. The common complaint to the magamat was their cryptic language.

Louis-Mathieu Langles, a French translator and philologist, introduces the translation of
the M45 in 1795 by describing the Haririyya as academic speeches that “deals with various
moral subjects and sometimes with erotic ones, covered with a veil so ingeniously woven that
one cannot penetrate without being deeply versed in the Arabic language.”?? Langlés does not
object to the “impenetrable veil,” but he portrays it as a component that could hinder compre-
hension for a reader who does not have mastery over the Arabic language. That Langles man-
aged to translate the episodes attests to his own knowledge of the language. Consequently, the
veil’s function is twofold: it keeps away readers who are not well-versed in Arabic and demon-
strates the knowledge of those who can read the Maqgamat. The Haririyya’s language is thus a
test, which the translator has passed, allowing him to mediate between the text and those who

20 «“a]-Hariri,” in EI2.

21 Roger Allen, “Arabic and Translation: Key Moments in Trans-Cultural Connection,” in A
Companion to Translation Studies, ed. Sandra Bermann and Catherine Porter (New Jersey:
John Wiley & Sons, 2014), 200.

22 . Langlés, “Notices sur la Vie et Ouvrages du Hariri,” in Magazin Encyclopédiques ou
Journal des Sciences, des Lettres et des Arts, Tome seconde (Paris 1795), 276.



Essakouti 70

do not know enough Arabic to penetrate it. In this sense, Langlés echoes the position of al-
Sharishi, who was proud to be part of the few readers who could detect al-Har1rT’s real inten-
tions (see Chapter 1).

This positive attitude toward the Haririyya’s “veil” does not last for long, which is logical
in the context of modernity, which sought to “strategically control heterogeneity” and “reduce
interpretation” (see Bruns’ definition above). In 1809, the Polish explorer and poet, Comte
Wactaw Seweryn Rzewuski, describes al-Hariri’s language as follows:

The extreme difficulty of grasping their meaning perfectly is undoubtedly the main
cause which has prevented the publication of the whole work until now. ... The extreme
conciseness of Arabic, and sometimes the necessity of veiling expressions that are too
free for European readers, have made us prefer a less exact translation, but one that
nevertheless conveys the meaning, to a literal translation, which would often have been
obscure, and sometimes indecent. '3
Rzewuski’s statement raises two crucial points. First, al-HarirT’s language is responsible for
the Haririyya’s fragmented and inaccurate translations. The translator allows himself the free-
dom of changing the original work, to accommodate the needs of his European readers, both
linguistically and morally, deciding in the latter case for “the necessity of veiling expressions”
that would not agree with European sensibilities of the time. Second, what Langlés refers to as
“a creative woven veil,” Rzewuski describes as being of “extreme difficulty” and “extreme
conciseness.” He, therefore, does not criticize al-Har1rT alone, but the entire Arabic language,
which is too concise. This statement announces the beginning of a critical turn in the
Haririyya’s reception, from an admired literary work to a “representative” of the complexities
of the Arabic language.

To prove his command of Arabic, and to spare his readers obscure and indecent language,

Rzewuski translates al-Magama al-Ma ‘arriyya freely. Silvestre De Sacy (1758-1838), “the

Father of Orientalism,”?* decided to reach for the same goal, without translating al-Harir1’s

23 Comte Wactaw Seweryn Rzewuski, “Magamat al-Harir1,” in Mines de [’Orient (1809), 22.

24 This description is by Said, who dedicates a chapter of Orientalism to Sacy’s literary work
and political agenda. To quote him in part: “When the French occupied Algiers in 1830, it was
Sacy who translated the proclamation to the Algerians; he was regularly consulted on all dip-
lomatic matters relating to the Orient by the foreign minister, and on occasion by the minister
of war. At the age of seventy-five he replaced Dacier as secretary of the Academie des Inscrip-
tions, and also became curator of Oriental manuscripts at the Bibliothéque royal. ... Sacy’s
name is associated with the beginning of modern Orientalism, ... because his work virtually
put before the profession an entire systematic body of texts, a pedagogic practice, a scholarly
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work. Instead, in 1822 he composed a selected commentary in Arabic on the Magamat, which
he prefaces with the following:
One may ask why | did not include a French or Latin translation of the text of the Ses-
sions. However, | find it difficult to persuade myself that such a question could be asked
by those who know this work other than through selected pieces. Suffice it to say that
the reading of the Sessions [i.e., magamat] should above all be considered as a means
of acquiring a deep knowledge of the Arabic language. Besides, the merit of these com-
positions is much less in the subjects that are treated than in the forms in which the
author expressed them. The goal that | have proposed to myself is much better served
by a commentary than by a translation.?®
Sacy’s goal is clear, which is to acquire and prove “a deep knowledge of Arabic.” This he can
achieve in the Arabic language itself without recourse to translation. Moreover, al-Hariri’s
work prioritizes form over content. Its “merit” is thus limited to its linguistic medium and has
little value in the European context of modernity, especially because “the taste is more often
shocked in al-Hariri’s work ... by a kind of ornament that can hardly be better designed than
by Martial’s difficiles habere nugas.”?® Sacy refers here to Martial’s verse “Turpe est difficiles
habere nugas, Et stultus labor est ineptiarum,” which translates as “It is absurd to make one’s
amusements difficult; and labour expended on follies is [stupid].”?” Sacy is not against ambi-
guity, but rather against the effort that was invested in a work that is only supposed to entertain
and amuse. Humor is acceptable so long as it is accessible, intelligible, and proportional to the
labor of producing it. The opposite is simply ‘‘stupid.’’ In a different context, while introducing
a magama by al-Hamadhani, Sacy reflects once again on al-Hariri’s work, saying:
There is the greatest relationship between al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri, either for the
choice of subjects and thoughts, or for the manner of expressing them; but al-

Hamadhant’s Sessions are much shorter than those of al-Harr1, and by that very fact

tradition, and an important link between Oriental scholarship and public policy. Orientalism,
124.

25 Silvestre de Sacy, Les Séances de Hariri, Publiées en Arabe avec un Commentaire Choisi
(Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1822), v-ix.

26 Ibid, v.

2T Martial, Epigrams, Book 11, 86, trans. Walter C. A. Ker, (London: Heinemann/ New York:
Putnam’s Sons, N.D.), 157-8. Ker renders stultus as childish, but that is inaccurate. I am in-
debted to Prof. van Gelder for this observation.
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perhaps they deserve some preference: one feels there less the assignment to employ

all the richness of the language and all the resources of the rhetoric at once.?
During the premodern era of Islam, al-HarirT managed to completely eclipse his predecessor,
al-Hamadhant, and overshadow his name (see chapter 1). The literary conventions were differ-
ent, and al-Harir1’s elaborate episodes were considered better than al-Hamadhani’s “short” and
less complicated magamat. In modern Europe, however, tastes are different: short and funny
constituted the better literature, not the “ornamented” and “difficile.” Consequently, Sacy’s
favoring of al-Hamadhani becomes a rule,?® not only for Orientalists, but later for Nahda schol-
ars as well (see Chapter 3), and for contemporary scholarship (see Introduction). From this
point on, al-HarirT’s veiled language will lose its previous value and become a sort of forced,

“laborious,” and “stupid” feature that places form above content.

2. Form over Content

The issue of form over content is a recurrent theme in the prefaces of the Magamat’s transla-

tions during the period of modernity. It is sufficient to cite two of these, to comprehend the

translators’ displeasure with the Haririyya. In 1845, for instance, the French Orientalist Au-

guste Cherbonneau (d. 1882) introduces M30 with the following words:
In most literary productions, the content is everything and the form has no value unless
it is an exact and complete expression of it. It is quite different here. The subject is
almost nothing. It is an occasion and a canvas on which come to intertwine embroider-
ies of any kind. ... He [al-HarirT] could be condemned for having pushed the luxury to
the point of using a purely artificial style from one end of his book to the other. As a
result, the strongest attention could not, without fatigue, sustain the reading of it beyond
twenty pages. ... He does not limit himself exclusively to versifying mosaics of vowels
and consonants for the pleasure of the eyes; from time to time, he gives in to the demon
which inspires him.*° [emphasis added]

To Cherbonneau, true literature expresses an idea and articulates an opinion. The work’s form

must serve its meaning. His position is serious and functional and has little tolerance for play-

fulness and ornamentation. The embroideries and mosaics in the Haririyya are condemnable

28 Silvestre de Sacy, “Extrait du Recueil des Séances d’Abu al-Fadl Ahmad Hamadhani,” in
Chrestomathie Arabe, Second edition (N.C.: Imprimerie Royale,1827), 261.

29 See the conclusion to Chapter 3, “The Rise (of al-Hamadhani) and Fall (of al-Hariri).”

30 M. A. Cherbonneau, “XXXe Séance de Har1r1,” in Journal Asiatique, Quatriéme Série, Tome
VI (1845), 242-243.
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and should be used wisely and scarcely, because they cause fatigue and annoyance to the
reader. Consequently, the translator decides that modern readers of the Magamat should not
read more than twenty pages. This is not a random number. It is exactly the length of his trans-
lation of the Magamat, including the final explanatory notes. Cherbonneau, therefore, agrees
with Sacy, in the sense that he appreciates shortness, for the longer they get the more “demonic”
they get. This exasperation with the Haririyya’s length and “purely artificial style” stands in
opposition to the position of premodern readers who were thrilled to decipher its codes and
enjoy its funny stories. The modern European context stands, therefore, in complete opposition
to that of the premodern period of Islam. As the literary conventions differed, so did the recep-
tion of the Haririyya.
In contrast to Cherbonneau, Theodore Preston (d. 1882), a fellow of Trinity College who
translated twenty of al-HarirT’s magamat in 1850, describes the Haririyya’s form as follows:
In elaborate execution and ornateness of style the Magamat are perhaps unrivalled; they
have always been regarded in the East as models of accuracy; and the design with which
they were written was purely literary, namely, to display the vast resources of the Ara-
bic language, to exemplify the most difficult methods of composition, and to embody
in a series of rhythmical and metrical anecdotes all the refinements of grammar, rheto-
ric, poetry, history, and tradition, that the author’s extensive learning could supply. To
this design the subject-matter of the work is entirely subordinate, the characters and
incidents being selected not for their intrinsic interest or value, but merely as forming
a suitable occasion and groundwork for the exhibition of recondite learning and rhetor-
ical skill 3
Unlike Cherbonneau, Preston seems to understand the Haririyya’s “refinement” and “ornate-
ness” according to the work’s original context, instead of his own. He refers to the magamat
as “models of accuracy” in the East and as reflections of “the author’s extensive learning.”
Curiously, this positive attitude is limited to the introduction. In the translation, Preston adopts
a different attitude. He translates the magamat that are compatible with the taste of his era,
which was defined by the standards of modernity and Victorian and Christian morals, and omits
the rest. The censured magamat are summarized at the end of the translation in an appendix
which he introduces as “an appendix, containing an epitome of the rest of the Magamat with

the reasons which have induced the Editor to abandon the attempt to translate them in the same

31 Theodore Preston, “Introduction,” in Makamat, or Rhetorical Anecdotes of al-Hariri of
Basra (Cambridge: University Press, 1850), vii.
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style as the preceding.”*? [emphasis added] The reasons for “abandoning” more than half the
episodes were sometimes moral (see below), and mostly linguistic. Preston, for example, omits
M8 due to “the impossibility of conveying in translation the double-entendres,” M17 because
“it is useless to attempt to imitate its ingenious artifice,” and M 19 because it “would necessarily
seem strange and far-fetched to the English reader.” Preston, however, admits that M23 is “a
very remarkable one, but in several respects, baffles imitation or translation.”*® Preston’s in-
troduction and appendix represent a remarkable case of reception for the Haririyya. The trans-
lator admires the work, yet he is incapable of reproducing its nuances in his own language. As
a result, he selects, summarizes, and fragments the work. Though Preston’s inability to repro-
duce all the episodes of al-Harir1 is owed to modern standards of language and the changes in
literary conventions, it is most likely because Preston’s translation received funding from the
state, more accurately, from The Oriental Translation Fund, which was headed by Queen Vic-
toria herself.3* A work that is produced in such an official context would pragmatically limit
itself to clear, understandable, and acceptable episodes from al-Hariri’s collection, and only
point to the playful and immoral ones in a summary. Therefore, the appendix represents those
unamendable parts of the Magamat that the new conventions of modernity admitted neither

linguistically nor morally.

3. Immorality

Most of the early modern European translators of al-Har1ri’s Magamat note that some episodes
are “erotic” and “indecent.” Faced these magamat in the Victorian context, Preston was forced
to leave them untranslated, as they contain allusions to homosexuality,® erotic descriptions,
and “cant-phrases.” After summarizing the plot of al-Magama al-Tabriziyya, in which the
trickster’s wife complains to the judge about her husband’s breach of conjugal duties, using

“intemperate language,”® Preston comments: “This Magama is omitted for obvious reasons;

32 Preston, “Appendix,” in Magamat, 479.

33 Ibid, 479-496.

3 John Shepherd, “Proceedings of the Twenty-Seventh Anniversary Meeting of the Society,
Held on the 11th of May 1850,” in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain &
Ireland, Volume 12 (May 1850), xi.

% The translator even refuses to refer to homosexuality. Instead, he says “This Magama [num-
ber 10] in which Abi Zayd accuses his son of murder before the qadi of Rahabah, merely to
draw the attention of the latter to the boy, is omitted for an obvious reason.” [Emphasis added],
Preston, “Appendix,” 482.

% Ibid, 492.



Essakouti 75

though the vituperative metaphors introduced in it are very curious and elaborate.”” This state-
ment reveals a conflict between “the curious and elaborated metaphors,” which the translator
wants to render in the target language, and the immoral language which is intolerable in his
context. Perhaps even if he did translate it, the funding committee would not have agreed to
publish the translation. It was a fight between the translator and the moralist within, who is too
in line with the dictates of modernity to accept the juxtaposition of both sides, unlike premodern
readers (see Chapter 1). It was perhaps also a conflict between the individual’s curiosity and
social demands.

Ernest Renan (d. 1893),%® the French Orientalist, wrote an essay on al-Harir1’s Magamat
and included it in his book Essais de Morale et de Critique. In the preface of this work, Renan
states that the chapters do not have an obvious link, yet they are all the product of one belief
that he holds above all, which is that ‘‘morality is the most serious and true thing.”’ 3**Unlike
Ibn al-Hanafi and al-Sharishi, who found a way around the immorality of the Haririyya’s trick-
ster (Chapter 1), Renan’s words do not convey the faintest hint of flexibility. To him, morality
is a purely serious and even solemn subject. It is no wonder, accordingly, that he takes the
trickeries of Abti Zayd so gravely. He says, “though modern society, unfortunately, has more
than one Abll Zayd, we must agree that such a character for us is inconceivable from an artistic
consideration. The contemporary world is too complicated, too entangled in good and evil, to
be represented fully by a rascal, or by an honest man.*’* Renan dismisses Abii Zayd on the
grounds of being one-dimensional and purely evil, and that he cannot reflect the complexity of
the contemporary world. However, the Haririyya’s trickster is nothing but simple. He is not
only a “rascal,” but he is also an exile, a scholar, a father, a trickster, and an anxious man who

fears death and solitude.** In every episode, he is a new person, with a different psyche, agenda,

37 Ibid, 492-3.

3 Comparing Sacy to Renan, Edward Said says: “Renan’s accomplishment: to have associated
the Orient with the most recent comparative disciplines, of which philology was one of the
most eminent. The difference between Sacy and Renan is the difference between inauguration
and continuity. Sacy is the originator, whose work represents the field’s emergence and its
status as a nineteenth-century discipline with roots in revolutionary Romanticism. Renan de-
rives from Orientalism’s second generation: it was his task to solidify the official discourse of
Orientalism, to systematize its insights, and to establish its intellectual and worldly institu-
tions.” Orientalism, 130.

39 E. Renan, Essais de Morale et de Critique, Fourth edition (Paris: Ancienne Maison Michel
Levy Fréres, 1889) [first published 1859], 1.

40 Ibid, 294.

1 On Abii Zayd al-Sariiji’s linguistic personas, see Chapter 6. On his more human and familial
personalities, see chapter 8 and 9.



Essakouti 76

and personality. He ambiguously blends rootlessness and homesickness (Chapters 8 & 9), cyn-

icism and tragedy (Chapter 8), and most importantly, seriousness and humor. Renan, in con-

trast, is only and simply a moralist. He adds:

The idea of a shameless funny man, equally trained in grammatical finesse and in swin-
dling, using his literary knowledge only to extort a dinner or some alms, may for a
moment make us smile, but would in the long run only inspire us with disgust. For the
Arabs, on the contrary, Abii Zayd is by no means a despicable being. Al-Hariri does
not have a serious word of criticism for him; he makes him die an honest man; he gives
him at times very delicate feelings, among others a tender memory of his homeland

which inspires him with charming verses.*?

This passage is a typical example of what Said calls “comparativism.” The “us” smiles briefly

at al-Sartiji’s anecdotes, then feels “disgust” by their display of moral depravity. Meanwhile,

“them,

” the Arabs, accept immoral behavior without judgment or criticism. Unlike “us,” those

that embody “them” lack a moral compass to tell right from wrong, and the critical faculties to

convict the “rascal.” The most condemnable person in this portrait is not Abii Zayd nor “the

Arabs,” but rather al-HarirT who gives his protagonist a pious end and allows him to repent.

The problem in this last point, however, is that it contradicts Renan’s above statement on the

maqamat lacking complexity and not possessing the ability to mix good and evil. Is not Abi

Zayd’s repentance in the last magama proof of his ability to be more than just a bad man?

Renan continues:

In the East, man does not fight against the fate that wants to degrade him. It is written
that he will be noble or ignoble ... The beggar has only one excuse: “Sardj is taken; my
goods and my family are in the hands of infidels. | see that fortune never remains in the
same state, and I try to imitate it.” This ignoble resignation to the vices of his century,
this way of encouraging himself to infamy by the example of fortune, is all Muslim.
Never has the East understood the inner pride which raises man above fate and places,
his morality outside the whims of destiny ... With us, intellectual culture is a kind of
nobility, which obliges. In the East, the type of the begging and swindling scholar is by

no means a fiction. In al-Hariri’s time, there were plenty of these nomadic grammarians,

%2 Renan, Essais de Morale et de Critique (Paris: Ancienne Maison Michel Levy Fréres, 1889),

294-5.
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making pedantic rhapsodies, well hardened to baseness, and paying their fee in good

words and in pieces of verse.*
Continuing his comparativism of the East to the modern European ‘Us,” Renan assigns “pride,”
“intellectual culture,” and nobility to his group. To ‘them,” meaning Muslims, people from the
East, and the Arabs, he assigns fatalism, vice, resignation, infamy, and baseness. Renan also
employs the mechanism of ‘representation.” He denies al-Sariiji’s fictionality, treating him as
a figure that stands for real grammarians in al-Hariri’s time, and all Muslims in the modern
period. During the premodern period, scholars such as al-Dhahbi denied the fictionality of Abt
Zayd al-Sartji and furnished him with a biography. Others, such as al-Sharishi, treated him as
a symbol of Time (Chapter 1). None of them, however, treats him as a “representation” of base
character, or of the “other.” Renan’s Orientalist reading denies the Haririyya its literariness
and fictionality, choosing instead to treat it as a historical document that proves the East’s
urgent need for European morality, to save it from moral corruption.

In short, the language, form, and morality of al-Harir’s Magamat become more prob-
lematic in early modern Europe. Premodern scholars found a way around Abu Zayd al-Sartji’s
trickeries because they wanted to read more of his playful words, riddles, metaphors funny
stories, and humor. Modern, European readers of the Magamat, in contrast, struggled with
every aspect of it: its length (Sacy), opaqueness (Comte Rzewuski), language (Cherbonneau),
and morality (Preston, Renan). Now and then, the paradigm of reception by European readers
exhibited admiration toward the Haririyya (Langlés, Preston). In general, however, they had
little reason to like it, since it challenged their literary taste and their moral system.

These challenges and objections, therefore, beg the following question: if Magamat al-
Harirt is strange and foreign, to the extent exhibited by the European readers discussed above,
why was it translated (albeit partially) and discussed? Was it only to study the Magamat as a
“representative sample” of the corrupt Orient (Renan)? Was it to learn the Arabic language, as
the epigraph by Cooperson above indicates? Or was there more to the story? The optimal way
to answer these questions is to examine the justifications and apologies that the translators

offered for reproducing the Haririyya in their own languages.

I11. Apologies to the Readers, or Why Engage with the Haririyya?

To announce the Haririyya’s forthcoming translation in 1850, The Oriental Translation Fund

published the following announcement:

3 1bid, 296.
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The Committee have consented to assist the publication of an English translation by the
Rev. Theodore Preston Fellow of Trinity College Cambridge of the celebrated Arabic
work the Magamat al-Harirt by Abtt Muhammad al-Kasim of Basra. The merits of this
work which with another is regarded by the Arabs as second only to the Qur’an in
power and beauty of expression have been confessed by all Orientalists. No Eastern
composition has caused at once so much admiration and perplexity as this collection of
public tales, or addresses, or adventures in which the crafty agent ever intervenes, de-
ceives and gains his object by infinitively varied stratagems and affecting speeches in
prose and verse. Mr. Preston the translator has resided in the East and has there pursued
his Arabic researches. The work is already in the Press and it is hoped will appear in a
few months.* [emphasis added]
This announcement figures in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ire-
land among several of its kind for other translations from Arabic, Turkish, and Persian.
Magqgamat al-Harirt, which is taken here to be “second only to the Qur ‘an,” became one among
many works that were selected and translated to “textually represent” the Orient. The “perplex-
ity” toward the work is already noticeable in the announcement’s definition of the magamat.

99 ¢¢

They are either “public tales,” “addresses,” or “adventures.” Due to this ambiguous literary
nature, the text switches the focus to the protagonist who employs all means of deception, be
they in verse or prose. Magamat al-Harirt was not translated because it was interesting, but
rather because it was admired by the Arabs and the Orientalists. Only someone who lived in
the East and studied its language, and perhaps even possessed a comprehensive understanding
of its people, can explain the merits of such a work. Translating the Haririyya in this context
is thus a means to learn about the social and historical context of the work, meaning the Orient,
its people, and their taste, rather than the work itself.

In the hope of articulating these aims to the readers, translators explained their motiva-
tions in the form of justifying their choice and apologizing for it. For instance, the German-
born French Orientalist, Salmon Munk (1803-1867) introduces his translation to the Magama
of San ‘a as follows:

| do not hide from myself all that such an attempt has of recklessness and presumptu-
ousness; because the forms with which this poet covered his spiritual compositions, and

which have so much charm: in the original language, are only too strange to the habits

44 Shepherd, “Proceedings,” xi.
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of our taste. Accordingly, I need to claim the indulgence of the reader for this oriental

flower transplanted on the European ground.*® [emphasis added]
Translating the Haririyya is a risky task for two reasons. First, no translation can capture its
charms in the original language. Second, even the most successful endeavor in this regard re-
mains “too strange” for European tastes. Magamat al-Harirt is not just hard to translate, but
also makes little sense in translation. Consequently, an apology is due to the European reader
and to the Europe that must “indulge” a strange “Oriental flower.” A few years later, Theodore
Preston writes a similar apology to his readers, saying: “Occasionally he [the translator] has
ventured to imitate the alliterations of Har1r1, and would apologize to the reader for having thus
adopted a species of verbal artifice which is condemned by the more correct taste of modern
Europe, though always admired and practiced by Orientals.”*® [emphasis added] Compara-
tivism here functions in two ways. It places the European against the Oriental, and verbal arti-
fices against the modern taste. By staying closer to al-Hariri’s language, the translator is devi-
ating away from “the more correct taste.” “Occasionally,” he adopts a language that is criticized
and condemned by his context, to stay closer to the style of the original text. For that, he apol-
ogizes to the audience. He never apologizes, however, for departing away from the original
work most of the time, and for reducing it to half its size, to accommodate the “correct” taste.
Such an attitude attests to the Eurocentricity of the discussion, and to Preston’s understanding
of the translation process, i.e., as an act that accommodates the targeted language and ignores
the original one.

These two apologies recall the mechanism of exteriority. The translators deal with the
Haririyya as a “strange” work that comes from far away and does not belong to the “European
ground.” Any attempt to respect the original logic of the text must be excused as an act of
“indulgence.” The Haririyya is not to be studied from the perspective of the people of the
Orient who produced it, but rather from a modern perspective that condemns the work based
on what it perceives as the correct taste. The apology is “a sealed circle” that includes only the
translators and their readers. As the circle encloses a European context, an apology to the “Ori-
ent” for fragmenting the Haririyya and adjusting it to the modern taste was deemed necessary.

One exception stands out in this context, that of the poet Friedrich Riickert who in 1826

translated forty-three of al-Hariri’s episodes®’ to German, verse for verse, rhyme for rhyme,

45 M. S. Munk, “Essai,” in Journal Asiatique, Tome X1V (1834), 540.

%6 Theodore Preston, Magamat, 3.

47 For linguistic reasons, Riickert leaves six magamat untranslated, and he does not translate
M20 on moral grounds. See Cooperson, “Note on Translation,” 33.



Essakouti 80

and pun for pun, to use Renan’s expression.*® The German translator admits the untranslatabil-
ity*® of the episodes, yet nevertheless decides to recast (Nachbildung) them in his own language
because he believed them to be humorous and entertaining. He says:
Al-HarirT’s expression is over-artistic [Uberktnstlich], full of puns and allusions, exag-
gerated, adventurous, extravagant. ... Al-Hariri, however, is humorous and stands freely
above what he depicts. ... Of this humor or, if you will, irony in al-HarirT was not known
in Europe before this German adaptation; and one might ask whether both of these
[humor, irony] actually reside in the Arab poet, or whether it was introduced into him
only through his German reproduction. ... Humor must have been originally present,
even though perhaps only more unconsciously and only through the transmission
brought to consciousness; now may the readers be delighted by it!*°
Riickert admits the “over-artistic” quality of the Haririyya, yet to him, that quality comes sec-
ond to its humor. The need to apologize and justify is therefore absent. Instead, Ruckert sub-
stitutes that with an enthusiastic promise to the reader who will certainly feel “delighted.” In
this sense, Rlckert echoes the thrill of premodern readers, who felt while reading the Haririyya
“as if intoxicated by wine and happier than one enjoying a walk in the early morning.”*! While
his contemporaries were too occupied with criticizing and apologizing for the Haririyya’s re-
finement and language, Rlckert engaged in a conversation that highlighted one of the three
pillars®? of the Haririyya’s former charm during the premodern period of Islam, meaning its
humor. Not everyone welcomed this, however.
At the end of his moral critique of the Haririyya, Renan addresses the efforts of his fellow
Orientalists who engaged with Magamat al-Harirt, such as Sacy and Riickert in particular. In

the case of Sacy, Renan describes his commentary as follows:

48 Renan, “Les Séances de Hariri,” 300.

49 “Ich denke, er [Hariri] wird immer, wie jetzt, uniibersetzbar bleiben, nicht wegen der
Schwierigkeiten der Form, zu deren Uberwindung eben hier ein Anfang gemacht ist, noch auch
wegen mancher Einzelheit des Inhalts, die, vom jetzigen Bearbeiter unterdrickt oder verandert,
gar wohl einmal einem zugewodhnteren Publikum ohne AnstoR wiirde geboten werden kénnen,
sondern weil der Kern selbst, der Mittelpunkt vieler seiner Makamen etwas ist, das an der
Originalsprache haftet und mit dieser wegfillt.” Friedrich Riickert, “An die Leser,” Die
Makamen des Hariri: Die Verwandlungen des Abii Seid von Serug, (Verlag von Otto Hendel,

1826; Projekt Gutenberg, 2003), https://www.projekt-
gutenberg.org/rueckert/makamen/maka001.html, n.p.
%0 Ibid.

°1 al-Safadi, Nusrat, 59-61.
%2 T mean chameleonism, wordplay, and funny stories. See Chapter 1, II: “The Haririyva’s
Acclaimed Features.”
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One of the principal services which M. De Sacy rendered to Arabic studies is, by the
admission of all Orientalists, the edition which he gave in 1822, with a commentary, of
the famous work known under the name of Maqgamat or Sessions of al-Harir. Many
objections, both before and after the publication, were raised against the appropriate-
ness of this great task. The main reason, was undoubtedly the little interest that a book
whose substance is apparently insignificant seems to offer, and whose form, although
appreciated according to our European ideas, exceeds all that it is allowed to imagine
in fact of bad taste.>® [emphasis added]
As mentioned before, Sacy was not an admirer of al-Hariri’s Magamat. As he himself explains,
he only composed his commentary as a way to further the utility of the work as a source for
learning Arabic, which demonstrates his command of the language. His opinion was clear: the
Haririyya has little substance; it displays a foolish style and is nothing but a laborious assign-
ment. Sacy did not try to reproduce the Magamat in the European context and only put together
a commentary of select portions. Still, he was criticized for engaging with a work that repre-
sents the highest degrees of “bad taste.” Comparativism is once again put to use. Renan com-
municates the position of the “our” to which European ideas belong, ideas that appreciate var-
ious literary forms yet refuse bad taste. Renan also speaks on behalf of Orientalists who appre-
ciate each other’s work yet demand utility and seriousness. These objections to Sacy’s work
clearly revolve around limits. They draw a limit between “us” and “them,” and between “ap-
preciating” the Orient and actively engaging with it. Renan does express some reservations of
his own, exemplified in the characterization of the Magamat as “insignificant” and an epitome
of “bad taste.” Nevertheless, finds utility in Sacy’s “great task” and justifies the usefulness
inherent in studying the Haririyya. He says:
Mr. de Sacy’s spirit, so upright and so firm, saw beyond these narrow judgments, the
true value of al-HarirT’s work. In his eyes, moreover, one consideration dominated all
the others: it is the immense role that this book has played and still plays in the East.
One can say indeed that it is hardly possible to penetrate well in the subtleties of the
Arabic language without the thorough study of these bizarre compositions.>* [emphasis
added]
Renan, therefore, defends the choice of Sacy and reveals the real aim behind Sacy’s work: al-

Harr1’s work is a tool to “penetrate” the Arabic language and understand the Arab readers who

53 Renan, “Les Séances de Hariri,” 287-8.
54 bid, 288.
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appreciated it for a long time. In this sense, the Haririyya is no longer a literary work but a
useful tool to access the language and the mindset of those who appreciate al-Harir1’s “bizarre”
composition. By writing his commentary, Sacy is explaining and clarifying a language that is
otherwise “impenetrable.”

In addition to acknowledging the usefulness of Sacy’s commentary, deeming it useful,
Renan notes the merits of the translation in verse by Riickert, whom contemporary scholarship
regards as a “great translator” and “the first after al-Harizi to venture beyond plodding literal-
ism.”>® Renan regarded him in the same light, but he did not deem his translation to be imitable
in kind in the French language. To Renan, an endeavor similar to his would only inspire a
smile. He says:

To add to al-Hariri’s honor, his Sessions, translated rhyme for rhyme, and pun for pun,
by one of the most celebrated poets of Germany, Mr. Friedrich Riickert, are read with
interest and eagerness beyond the Rhine. Our [French] language is too serious for such
an attempt to be received here other than with a smile.®
We have thus far seen that the technique of comparativism was employed to emphasize the
contrast between the Orient and Europe. In the passage above, “our language” refers to the
“serious” French language, as opposed to the German tongue that reproduced and read the
Haririyya, which indicates that Renan understood the limits of scholarly engagement with the
Haririyya: anyone who supports the less serious aspect of scholarly engagement, even if they
were European, would be dismissed with a smile. Renan’s comments about Sacy and Riickert
shed light on the controversy surrounding al-Hariri’s Magamat in modern Europe and demon-
strate that the translators of this work did not exaggerate when they framed their translations
in apologies. In this context, the Haririyya lost its “original charms” and the i jaz it had enjoyed
in the pre-modern context. Addressing a different audience, the Haririyya had to satisfy their
utilitarian demands, which included learning Arabic, penetrating bizarre compositions, exam-
ining the mentality of the original audience, and ultimately, understanding the Orient. Transla-
tions were admissible so long as they kept these aims and limits in mind. Once translators
ventured into emulating the linguistic games of the magamat or argued for the admissibility of
the humor, they had to justify their choices, bear criticism, and apologize. These apologies
were either directed at the readers of the translations or made on behalf of the decadent age that

produced the Haririyya, as the following will show.

% Cooperson, “A Note,” XXXiX.
% Renan, “Les Séances de Hariri,” 300.
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IV. Apologies on Behalf of the Haririyya

The mechanism of representation involves two steps: first, selecting fragmented pieces to rep-
resent a land, a culture, or a people; second, speaking on behalf of the people, after claiming
that they are incapable of doing so themselves. The second step explains why modern Europe-
ans tried to justify al-Harir1’s “bad taste,” “lack of imagination,” and the East’s appreciation of
his work. Tentatively, Orientalists pointed to the influence of Islam, that of the Qur’an in par-
ticular, on creativity and literary composition, and to the lack of creative aptitude of Arab cul-
ture before Islam.

In his introduction to one of al-Hariri’s episodes, L. Langlés portrays the Magamat as a
work that was criticized and condemned by readers during the premodern period of Islam, he
says:

This work exposed him [al-Harir1] to other inconveniences; devoted Muslims saw in it

the unholy purpose of proving that it was possible to write with an elegance equal to

that which distinguishes the Qur’an, and there is every appearance that they were, as

devotees of all times and all countries, dangerous enemies.>’
Langles describes al-Harirm’s immediate readers as “devoted Muslims” who did not accept a
work that sought to match the eloquence of the holy book. The previous chapter includes sev-
eral counterexamples which attest to the weakness of this generalization. Pertinent examples
include the theologian al-Zamakhshari, who wrote exclusively pious and serious magamat, yet
had no problem describing al-Hariri’s Magamat as a mu jiza, and al-Hanafi, who refuses to
give the trickster the final say, so he changed the order of humor and seriousness in his
maqamat, instead of omitting trickery altogether. These two premodern readers had a “training
in ambiguity” that allowed them to go beyond the “unholy” aspect of the Haririyya, to the point
of describing al-Hariri’s work with i jaz, a term that was originally coined to emphasize the
uniqueness of the Qur’'an and its superiority over all human writings. Langlés’ opinion, how-
ever, does make sense in the Orientalist context within which he was speaking, a context that
studies the Orient to argue for its backwardness and need for liberation, a context, furthermore,
in which Islam, as Suzanne L. Marchand notes, inspires little attention or respect:

Being a late-arriving religion, with respect to Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, and

Christianity, Islam never really attracted the same sort of respect- and in fact the accu-

sation that it was merely derivative robbed it of some of the appeal it might otherwise

°" Langleés, “Notices,” 278.
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have had ... Islam was not old enough to have contributed to Christianity, and Arab
cultures and languages were not linked to European ones by way of William Jone’s
linguistic tree.>®
Some early Orientalists were simply uninterested in Islam, while others took a more critical
and opposing stand against it. For instance, in his public lecture in 1883, Renan argues that
Muslims are incapable of critical thinking or producing science. He says:
This science is not Arab. Is it at least Muslim? Has Islam offered these rational dis-
courses some protected assistance? In no way whatsoever! This beautiful movement of
study is entirely the work of Persians, Christians, Jews, Harranians, Isma‘1lts, and Mus-
lims internally rebelling against their own religion. From orthodox Muslims it received
nothing but curses.*®
The “devoted” and the “orthodox” Muslims were inferior to the other groups, whom they oc-
cupied, influenced, controlled, and from whose dominance these groups rebel. From a trans-
temporal consideration, moreover, Renan’s argument implies that European scientific advance-
ments owed nothing to Islam or the Arabs.

Salmon Munk expresses the same attitude almost fifty years earlier in his introduction to
one of al-HarirT’s episodes, in which he argues that Arabs, even before the impact of Islam
which ““kills genius,’’®® did not have a tradition of heroes, love, mythology, or aesthetic sensi-
tivity. He says:

The religion of the ancient Arabs, Sabeism, was too little polytheistic to provide a rich
mythology; it was too pagan to inspire the lofty sentiments we admire so much in the
psalms. The Arabs, before Mohammed, never played a great part in history; no tradition
of a hero, or of any memorable event of antiquity has been preserved ... How would
one create poetry without religion, without love, without mythology, without history?®
Arabs, who became too “orthodox” after Islam, had been “too pagan” before it. The acquired
orthodoxy prevents them from producing “rational science” and from developing a “rich im-
agination,” and their history in paganism denies them sentiments and mythology, important

elements for the development of a literary tradition, according to the above. Furthermore, Arabs

%8 Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism, 118.

% Ernest Renan, “Islam and Science,” Lecture presented in La Sorbonne, 29 March 1883, 2nd
ed., trans. Sally P. Ragep with Faith Wallis, 2011, accessed June 05, 2023, 15.

%0 Munk, “Essai,” 546.

%1 Ibid, 542.
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played no significant role in history. According to Munk, even when Muslim scholars did con-
tribute to history, by translating Greek works, for instance, they did so for “material need, and
not taste.”®? The overall portrait Munk draws oscillates, therefore, between portraying Arabs
as ignorant and lacking in culture before Islam, and as restricted and materialists after it.

Nevertheless, Munk translates one of al-Hariri’s magamat for the simple reason that al-
Harir1 is “the man who was the greatest in the only kind of poetry in which Arabs have ex-
celled,”® meaning rhymed prose. Incapable of composing love poetry and mythology, Arabs
elaborated language, grammar, and “tasteless comments.”®* Within this framework, al-Hariri
excelled and made magamat that “have merit only in form.”®® In other words, al-Harir1 is
praiseworthy for going against the grain, in a context that produced mediocrity.

While Munk criticizes the influence of Islam on the Haririyya’s form, A. Cherbonneau
addresses the specific influence of the Qur’an’s “random” order on the internal order of the
Magamat. He says:

As a literary composition, al-Hariri’s work lacks unity. One does not find in it that
connection, that sequence, that visible totality, which even the most capricious books
of our West cannot do without. On the contrary, it is a variety without limits, with all
the freedom, or, if one wishes, all the oriental license. It is a long series of scenes with-
out resemblance, without necessary link and only juxtaposed. One should not look for
a dramatic fabric, a plot, a denouement ... Whatever order one wants to assign to these
pictures, it is almost as arbitrary as that which Othman imposed on the suras of the
QOur’an by organizing them according to their length.®® [emphasis added]
Interesting in Cherbonneau’s engagement with the magamat’s form is the characterization of
the liberties they exhibit as “oriental license,” which explains to him the arbitrariness, lack of
unity, and absence of logic in which the Orient self-indulges, epitomized here by al-Hariri.
According to Cherbenneau’s argument, moreover, the arbitrariness inherent in this so-called
“license” is akin to the arbitrary organization assigned to the chapters of Qur’an. However,
was the arrangement of the magamat indeed arbitrary, lacking in unity, and monotonous? An
attentive reading of the Haririyya reveals that it is based on “a discernible thematic and rhetor-

ical structure, consisting of five series of ten magamat each, that the first episode in each cycle

62 1bid, 547.

%3 Ibid, 554.

64 1bid.

%5 1bid, 450.

%6 Cherbonneau, “XXXe Séance,” 238-239.
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is exhortatory (Wa ziyya), the sixth literary (adabiyyah), the fifth and tenth whimsical (haz-
liyyah).”®” Moreover, the first episode of the book marks a clear beginning, in which the two
protagonists meet for the first time, while the last magama demonstrates their final and last
separation. The order of these two episodes is reflected in almost all the other episodes which
open with an encounter and conclude with departure. Therefore, the work’s order as a whole
and that of the episodes as separate units share the same cyclic nature, moving from meeting
to farewell, ignorance to recognition, and pretense to truth.®® Both orders demonstrate that al-
Harir1 conceived of a coherent system of organization that speaks to the unity of the work.
Besides blaming Islam and the Qur’an for the Haririyya’s style and “lack of totality,”
the taste of al-Hariri’s first audience was criticized, too. Preston, for instance, justifies al-
Har1r1’s writing style as follows:
They [Orientals] regard it as the highest proof of genius in an author, that he should be
able to unite so difficult a performance with refinement of expression and elegance and
appositeness of meaning and seem to imagine that the merit of a composition increases
in proportion to the manifest indications of labour bestowed upon it. An Eastern poet
who should neglect to assume the elaborate ornaments of style prescribed by estab-
lished custom, would at once be condemned unheard, on the score of indolence or in-
capacity. For such negligence no excellence of ideas could atone in the eyes of his
countrymen.®® [emphasis added]
Here, Preston implies that al-Hariri had no choice but to accept and cooperate with the spirit of
his audience, the Orientals. If he would have opted for ideas instead of refinement, and for
straightforwardness instead of laborious ornamentation, the result would have been condem-
nation and a charge of incapacity. In this sense, Preston approaches the cultural and literary
context of al-Hariri’s time anachronistically, judging it by the conventions of modernity, con-
demning that entire context as an instigator for al-Hariri’s choices. But even if al-Hariri sought
to appease the general taste of his time by writing in a refined and difficult style, why did he
work to “excel” in this kind of writing instead of just following its conventions? Preston does
not seem bothered by this question, perhaps because solving it would have changed the con-
versation from a critique of the Orient’s tastes to a critique of al-Har1r1’s formal choices, who,

in Preston’s argument, functions as a mere “representation” of a general trend.

67 Kilitd, “Forward: In Praise of Pretense,”” in Impostures, Xiv.

68 | examine the first and last meeting of the two protagonists separately in a forthcoming con-
tribution. Essakouti, “‘(Un)veiling Language or Frames in Hariri’s Magamat.”

% Preston, Makamat, 3-4.
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In short, the above statements about the role of the Qur an, Islam, the Arabs, and al-
Hariri’s audience in shaping the Haririyya demonstrate that the context within which the work
was studied in Europe during the early modern period, was unsympathetic and condemnatory.
According to this, Magamat al-Hariri was a convenient example that “represented” everything
that was supposedly wrong about the Orient, ethically, culturally, socially, and in literary terms.
In this context, al-Hariri is rarely criticized but rather excused. This is for two reasons: first,
for making the most of an already “bad” system, and second for providing illustrative material
that legitimized the Orientalist’s already formed opinion about the East. That the Haririyya is
a fictitious work was not a consideration in the conversation. Instead, it was studied as a doc-

ument demonstrating the impact of Islam on imagination and the decadence of society’s taste.

Conclusion

In the modern European context, the Haririyya lost both its aesthetic superiority and literari-
ness. It became a document that represented “fatalism,” “immorality,” “lack of unity,” “ab-
sence of imagination,” “stupid labor,” and “bad taste.” It became, moreover, an example of that
which Orientalists perceived to be wrong about the “Orient” and of the unbridgeable gap be-
tween “us” and “them.” Compared to premodern readers, al-Hariri’s European audience pays
little attention to the Haririyya’s humor and plot, emphasizing instead its disapproval of the
work’s mannerisms and immorality. In most of the texts considered above, these readers ex-
hibit a perplexed attitude about the Haririyya’s language, ethos, “laborious” humor, and most
importantly, the general taste that produced, reproduced, and praised it. Nevertheless, they hes-
itantly admire al-Hariri, who opposes their modern conventions, yet affirms their presumptions
about the Orient. And though modern European readers of the Haririyya did not share the same
attitude, as some were more open to its humor, wordplay, and ambiguity, they all agreed, how-
ever, that the Magamat illustrates a different taste that is incompatible with modernity’s phi-
losophy. To use Preston’s words:
In matters of taste, the opinions of the East and the West can never coincide, because
they are respectively swayed, if not dictated, by two opposite principles, the love of
artificial beauty, and the love of utility; nor can the quaint imagery and wild extrava-
gance of Oriental style be justly tried before the limitary tribunal of rigorous Occidental

criticism.”®

0 Theodore Preston, “Preface,” in Makamat, Xv.
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In their quest for modernity, the Nahdawis, the third group of the Haririyya readers took the
differing “tastes” between the West and the East as a challenge. The perceived inferiority of
the latter was completed to seek to be among the ranks of the former. Joining modernity, there-
fore, became conditioned upon giving up the old “extravagance” and adopting a new straight-
forward and serious style. One of the immediate results of this turn was the condemnation

Magqgamat al-Harirt suffered at the hands of Nahda scholars, who deemed it a relic of a decadent

age.
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Chapter 3

The Haririyya as a Condemned Work by Nahda Readers

In the first chapter, | described the positive reception the Haririyya enjoyed during the pre-
modern period of Islam. It was considered a miracle that everyone aspired to read, copy, emu-
late, and learn by heart. In the second chapter, | showed how Orientalists received the Haririyya
differently in the modern European context. The Magamat was not recognized as having any
aesthetic distinction, becoming instead a perplexing work that “represented” the Orient’s man-
nerisms, immorality, and bad taste. In this chapter, | argue that the status of al-Hariri’s
Magamat in the Arab world during the Nahda period, that is between the second half of the
19~ century and the first half of the 20» century, was a continuation of the Orientalist reading.
The Nahdawrs, excepting a few, reproduced the Orientalist “fall and rise” narrative and reiter-
ated the claim that race determined nations’ mindsets and influenced their literary productions.
Reading the Haririyya, Nahda scholars reproduced the objections of modern Europeans, criti-
cizing the work’s refined style, mannerisms, lack of unity, and structure.

While early Orientalists found few justifications to accept the Haririyya and justify al-
HarirT’s merit, as the previous chapter has shown, most of the Nahdawis did not have a reason
to tolerate a work that clearly opposed their novel aspirations for change and desire to repro-
duce European models. To them, al-HarirT and those who followed his example were a source
of shame, one they had to forget and erase. This attitude did not dominate immediately in the
19+ century, as there was still some room to engage with the Haririyya in a positive light. Nasif
al-Yaziji (d. 1871), for instance, followed the steps of al-Hariri. He composed “chronogram-
matic poems where each letter of the alphabet has a numerical value and, if counted together,
refer to the date of a particular occasion.”? He also wrote sixty magamat which he collected in
a book entitled Majma ‘ al-bahrayn (The Confluence of the Two Seas) in 1856. Several episodes
in this work are titled after al-Hariri’s magamat,? and almost all of them demonstrate a similar

desire for displaying strange and rare vocabulary.®

! Christian Junge, “Nasif al-Yaziji (1871-1800),” Encyclopaedia of Modernism (Taylor and
Francis, 2016), accessed April 11, 2023, https://www.rem.routledge.com/articles/al-yaziji-
nasif-1800-1871.

2 1t suffices to read the titles of al-Yaziji’s episodes, such as al-Sarijiyya, al-furdtiyya, al-
Basriyya, al-Ramliyya, to infer that he had al-Hariri’s work in mind while composing his own
maqamat.

3 Nasif al-Yaziji, Majma * al-bahrayn, Fourth edition (Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Adabiyya, 1885),
2.
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In the beginning of the 20" century, however, the magamat, especially those of al-Hariri,
were examined in harsher terms. In the wake of the European criticims,* Nahda scholars ex-
hibited agendas and sensibilities that were different from those of their pre-modern counter-
parts. According to these, Arab scholars of the period condemned the Haririyya for being epi-
sodic, simple, overly playful, and incapable of portraying emotions. Nevertheless, these nega-
tive sentiments did not put an end to the genre, as various authors continued to compose
magamat. Some of these authors, such as Ahmed Faris al-Shidyaq and Bayram al-Tiins1, em-
ployed the genre as a tool to question the status quo and address the concerns of modern times
(see section Il and 111 below).

This chapter consists of three sections. The first discusses the age of decadence ( ‘asr al-
inhitat) narrative Nahda scholarship adopted and to which the Haririyya supposedly belonged
and demonstrates how the creation of this period was vital to the Nahdawis. The second exam-
ines two opposing examples of approaching the magama genre during the 19+ century: Ahmad
Faris al-Shidyaq whose language is as playful and strange as al-Har1r1’s, and Butrus al-Bustani,
the serious lexicographer who discredited premodern Arabic literature for lacking structure and
purpose. The third section discusses further examples of engaging with the Haririyya during
the 20s and the 30s of the last century, including that of the romantic poet al-Shabbi, the literary
historian Zaki Mubarak, the social critic Salama Misa, and the folk writer Bayram al-TiinsT.
The purpose behind including these authors is to emphasize the seriousness that prevailed dur-
ing the Nahda period. With a few exceptions of frivolous literati who wrote magamat them-
selves (al-Shidyaq and al-Ttns1), most of the Nahdawis regarded the genre and al-Hariri as an
unwelcome token from the age of decadence. Consequently, al-Hariri’s name gradually faded
from the literary scene and was replaced by that of the father of the magama genre, al-
Hamadhani, who was rediscovered in the Arab world after the Orientalists portrayed him as
“less shocking to modern taste’’ than al-HarirT (see Sacy’s description of al-Hamadhant in the

previous chapter).

|. Nahda and Age of Decadence

The term Nahda, which translates to awakening, revival, or renaissance, implies a preceding
period of inactivity and lifelessness in which Nahda scholars believed, according to Bauer, that
“scholarship degenerated into a mindless repetition of old texts, the sciences were forbidden

and died away, literature deteriorated into senseless wordplay, and emperors were cruel tyrants

4 Hamarneh, “fiction, modern,” 230-233.
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who brutally and sadistically tortured and exploited a submissive crowd of subjects.”® After a
millennium of so-called inhitat or decadence, Nahda scholars joined the intellectual project of
reviving,® energizing, and creating a better literary model to break once for all from that of the
inferior past. The narrative of death and “decadence,” as Schulz argues, was vital for the Na-
hdawis, because it legitimized their cultural productions and portrayed them as saviors and
liberators who could bring enlightenment and modernity to the Arabic intellectual and political
scenes.’

The moment of awakening supposedly began with the alleged, to use Samah Selim’s
words, “dramatic encounter with Europe.”® This encounter resulted in three movements: one
camp sought to break off from the past and follow the Western model; a second camp went
back to the golden age of Islam to learn from al-salaf al-salik (the pious predecessors); a third
camp, saw utility in combining traditional conventions of the golden age with Europe’s mo-
dernity.® Despite the differences, these three movements shared a Eurocenteric narrative: all
three camps reproduced the Orientalist “rise and fall” historical thesis,'® and identified!! with
Western periodization, in the sense that the Nahda is a necessary successor period to ‘asr al-

inhitat, just as the Enlightenment replaced the medieval Dark Ages.

® Bauer, Culture of Ambiguity, 203.

® One of the clearest illustrations of this narrative is al-Maiwaylihi’s (d. 1930) serialized narra-
tive (between 1898 and 1902), Hadith ‘Isa ibn Hisham, which opens with a dead pasha coming
back to life and witnessing a modern Cairo that it is different from the Cairo he lived in. See
Cooperson’s reading of this work in light of the theme of time travel: Michael Cooperson,
“Safar The Early History of Time Travel Literature: al-Muwaylihi’s Hadith ‘Isa B. Hisham
and its Antecedents,” Classical Arabic Humanities in Their Own Terms, ed. Beatrice Gruendler
and Michael Cooperson (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2008), 419-446.

" Schulze, “Mass Culture,” 191.

8 Samah Selim, Popular Fiction, Translation and the Nahda in Egypt (New Brunswick: Rut-
gers University, 2019), 2.

® Scholarship on the different movements during the Nahda include, for instance, Mariin
‘Abbud, Ruwwad al-nahda al-haditha (Beirut: Dar al-‘ilm li-I-malayin, 1952); Ghali Shukiri,
al-Nahda wa-\-suqit fi al-fikr al-masri al-hadith, Second Edition (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘a, 1982);
Hannah Scott Deuchar, “‘Nahda’: Mapping a Keyword in Cultural Discourse.” Alif: Journal
of Comparative Poetics, No. 37 (2017), 50-84.

10 Deuchar, ““Nahda’: Mapping a Keyword,” 56.

1 1n psychological terms, identification is a process through which the individual assimilates
an aspect, property, or attribute of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, by that
which he assimilates from the other.
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Nahda scholars criticized decadence in different domains, including economy, politics,?
literature, and language use. In the context of literature, decadence was synonymous with man-
nerism, opaqueness, refined language, and the absence of utility. In other words, these objec-
tions echoed those of Orientalist scholarship cited in their reception of the Haririyya, as the
previous chapter has shown. To break from the age of decadence, the Nahdawis decided to
disregard this era’s literary productions, which were marked, according to them, by rhetorical
excess, playful language, and ambiguity.*® In a 1926 article, Salama Miisa (d. 1958), a journal-
ist and political theorist, calls for the mandatory disassociation from the heritage of al-Harir1
and the “class of comedians (tabaga min-al-muharrijin) who use language as swindlers and
clowns would, to amuse their audience and make them laugh.”** As a substitute, he advocates
for the European model, in which intellectuals have

the qualities of princes: they do not crawl on their hands and feet, nor shame themselves
to entertain. Instead, they teach their readers valuable lessons about the world. Their
words may hurt, yet their audience can always find pleasure in the pain, because it
opens their perception and expands the universe before their eyes.'®
This call again reproduces the Orientalist mechanism of comparativism. This time, however,
the “we” is far inferior to the “they.” The first entertains and produces senseless frivolities,
while the second educates and teaches “valuable lessons.” The harsher the writings, the more
serious, noble, and purposeful they are. Though at the time when Miisa published this article
Egypt was under British occupation, it did not hinder him from advocating for Europe’s stylis-
tic and literary model, deciding to overlook the imperialist and exploitative aspects of the Eu-
rope he sought to emulate. Masa willingly disregards this aspect for the sake of joining the
West’s progress and “enlightenment.” In this sense, Miisa views everything as permissible, so
long as the endeavor to break away from the past and its ways is guaranteed success (see section
[11 below).

Overall, the Nahda period was mostly dominated by serious scholars who had high po-
litical, social, and intellectual aspirations. They sought to move fast, reach Europe’s industrial
revolution, break away from the dying Ottoman Empire, reform their educational system, and
legitimize their own role (See Schulz above). Understandably, the Haririyya’s frivolity and

12 For instance, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi (d. 1902), Taba’i * al-istibdad wa-masari‘ al-
isti ‘bad (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, N.d.).

13 Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity, 28.

14 Salama Miisa, “al-Adib: amir am ‘abd?” al-Hilal (Cairo: November 1926), 46.

15 Ibid.
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wordplays did not inspire much respect or interest in this context, except, perhaps, the few
Nahdawis, who approached the genre from a nuanced perspective, such as Ahmad Faris al-
Shidyagq.

I1. The Haririyya during the 19th century

Ahmad Faris Al-Shidyaq was a scholar, writer, traveler, and journalist who grew up in present-
day Lebanon. He was the first person to use the word Nahda to designate the intellectual move-
ment that was active during this period.’® He traveled between several Arab and European
countries, had numerous patrons, and changed his religious affiliations several times.!’ His
complex and multifaceted personality, which shows in the humor and unusual vocabulary he
employed in Al-Saq ‘ala al-saq fi ma huwa al-Fariyaq (Leg over Leg, Concerning the Nature
of the Fariyaq), is reminiscent of the personality of the trickster in the Haririyya.

The opening of Leg over Leg reveals a peculiar and ambiguous combination of both tra-
ditional and modern conventions. Starting with a dedication that follows “the costume of
Frankish authors,”*® Al-Shidyaq follows it with an “Author’s Notice” in which he states his
two-fold aim: to “give prominence to the oddities of the language, including its rare words,”*°
and to address “the blameworthy and praiseworthy qualities of women.” While the first is a
premodern preoccupation that is condemned in the age of Nahda, the second is a modern con-
cern that would later guarantee him the title of “nasir al-mar’a”® (women’s advocate). Inter-
esting here is al-Shidyaq’s interest in premodern conventions, which his linguistic abundance
illustrates throughout Leg over Leg, but becomes more evident in his four magamat. Al-Shid-
yaq attributes the four episodes to a fictional narrator named al-Haris ibn Hitham. The first part
of the name, al-Haris, is a parody of al-HarirT’s narrator’s name, al-Harith, whereas the second
part, ibn Hitham, parodies the second part of the name of al-Hamadhani’s narrator, ibn Hisham.
Al-Shidyaq gives his narrator a name that makes no sense without its original references, to

indicate that his magamat cannot be understood outside the tradition to which they belong. Al-

16 Deuchar, ““Nahda’: Mapping a Keyword,” 61.

17 Al-Shidyaq was first a Maronite before converting to Protestantism, and then later to Islam.
According to Cheikho he converted back to Christianity before his death, but there is little
evidence to support this claim. See A. G. Karam, “Faris al-Shidyak,” in Encyclopaedia of Is-
lam, 2" ed., ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs,
accessed April 12, 2023, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912 islam_SIM_2289.

18 al-Shidyaq Ahmad Faris, Leg Over Leg, vol. 1, ed. and trans. by Humphrey Davies (New
York and London: New York University Press, 2013), 6.

9 1bid, 7.

20 Marin ‘Abbud, Ruwwad al-Nahda, 157.
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Shidyaq’s interest in premodern conventions extends to his mounting a defense for them
against those who refused them.
Following the first magama, which opens with a nostalgic and ironic note on the old
style,?! al-Shidyaq addresses his readers in Chapter 14, saying:
Ahahahah! Ahahahah! Thank God! Thank God I’'m done with the composition of that
magama, and with its number too, for it was weighing on my mind. Now all that re-
mains for me to do is to urge the reader to read it. Though more coarsely woven than
the finely knit rhymed prose of al-Harir and despite its prosodic irregularities, it may,
for all that, be worn, and commended for its beneficial verities. | believe the second
will be better than it was, the third better than the second, the fourth better than the
third, and the fiftieth better than the forty-ninth. (Don’t panic! Don’t panic at these
attempts to shock and scare! There are in fact, as promised, only four.) Now | have to
sgueeze my sconce to extract some more nice thoughts, figures, and choice words, at
the same time avoiding chatter, a process that scholars refer to, I believe, as “voiding
verbiage.” But hang on a moment, and I’ll ask them! what do you call words that are
so bursting with meaning that they drench the reader, so that I can fetch them for you???
The tone of this passage is ironic. Al-Shidyaq, seemingly concerned about composing a kind
of prose that agrees with the scholars’ condemnation of “void verbiage,” is scornful toward
these scholars, ironically proposing to enlist their help, to identify words that “drench the
reader” with meaning. Pretending to agree with the taste and conventions of mainstream schol-
ars, while ridiculing their words, is not new to the magama. Al-Hariri already does so in the
6r/12+ century, by representing the interests of the educated class in his time through fictional-
ized characters whom the trickster deceives and abuses over and over (see Chapter 5). Al-
Shidyaq’s mockery notwithstanding, he only allows himself to compose four magamat. He
places them as the 13~ chapter of each volume, to emphasize, one may argue, the misfortunate
reception with which the magama genre was associated in his day, the kind of reception that
compels him to urge the reader to read the magama. Al-Shidyaq is ambivalent, however, about

the genre al-Harir1 represented: for though he finds al-Hariri to have written “finely knit

21 «A while has passed now since I tasked myself with writing in rhymed prose and patterned
period, and I think I’ve forgotten how to do so.” AL-Shidyaq, Leg Over Leg, vol. I, 191.
22 1bid, 203.
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rhymed prose,” which he seeks to imitate, al-Shidyaq, nevertheless, associates the task with a
great amount of labor,? which made the magama weigh on his mind.

Al-Shidyaq’s criticism of the literary taste of his age, directed at his contemporary audi-
ence and literary scholars, recalls on the surface the apologies Orientalist translators composed
for the European reader, particularly al-Shidyaq’s active decision to limit the number of the
magamat to four. His emphasis that he will not include more, recalls Auguste Cherbonneau’s
apology, who limits his translation of al-Hariri’s work to twenty pages because anything more
than that will only exhaust his readers (see Chapter 2). Al-Shidyaq’s reorientation to brevity in
this self-imposed limitation is also reminiscent of Sacy’s favoring of the Hamadhaniyya be-
cause it is briefer and less ornate and scholastic than the Haririyya. In this sense, al-Shidyaq,
recognizing a general unease during his time with al-Hariri’s work and the genre he worked in,
which were both deemed not to belong in the age of the Nahda, conforms with the demands of
the general taste. Interestingly, al-Shidyaq employs that conformity as a pretext to criticize
these demands that only accepted the magama genre in small doses. Though sharing al-Hariri’s
passion for rare words and humor, al-Shidyaq could not, in the context of the Nahda, justify a
sizable presence of the genre al-HarirT excelled at, one that, for instance, would be comparable
to the size of Magamat. At the same time, al-Shidyaq did not stop short of expressing his dis-
approval at the status quo.

The lexicographer and translator Butrus al-Bustant (d. 1883) illustrates the general un-
ease toward al-Hariri’s work during the Nahda. In 1859, he published “Khutba fi adab al-
‘arab” (An Oration on the Literature of the Arabs) in which he denounces the old stylistic
conventions, abuse of refinement, and pointlessness and argues that language is merely “a me-
dium and a gate to the sciences,” that one should not “waste his entire life in front of the en-
trance, contemplating the gate’s exterior engravings and ornaments.”?* Al-Bustani was a great
admirer of the Arabic language and dedicated most of his life to its vocabulary. Nevertheless,
he was not keen on collecting rare expressions and examples of refined style. His main concern

was to clarify the Arabic language and make it accessible. In the introduction to his dictionary

28 Cf. the characterization, discussed in Chapter 2, of al-Harir’s prose as “laborious” by Ori-
entalists.

24 Butrus al-Bustani, “Khutba fi adab al-‘arab” (Beirut, 15 February 1859), reproduced in
Majid Fakhri, Al-Harakat al-fikriyya wa-ruwwdaduha al-lubnaniyyin 1 ‘asr al-nahda 1800 —
1922 (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar, 1992), 167.
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Muhit al-muhit, he emphasizes that his goal is “to see the children of his nation achieve pro-
gress in adab, knowledge, and civilization, through their own honorable language.”?
Al-Bustani’s intentions to make the language accessible and of immediate utility to his
compatriots made him criticize his predecessors who used the Arabic language for less prag-
matic ends. In this sense, he dedicates a section of his historical and literary overview of Ab-
basid scholars to examine “the status of al-Har1ri” (manzilat al- Hariri). He says:
His [al-Hariri’s] composition is blatantly artificial and explicitly mannerist. He inten-
tionally overuses gharib (strange vocabulary) and supplies metaphors and ornamenta-
tion abundantly, [so much so] that his language turns stern and dry ... Reading him one
cannot avoid boredom and ennui ... Al-Har1rT’s status does not rest on the appeal of the
stories in his magamat, nor on any artistry in [pursuing] their themes; rather, it rests on
the pompous composition [of these magamat] and their linguistic codes ... Al-Harir
did not care for the art of storytelling ... His stories are similar in content, limited in
imagination, yet rich in all kinds of rhetorical and stylistic figures... Affected composi-
tion was the highest style in rank at the time. Thus, [al-Hariri] enchanted his contem-
poraries with his writing.%
Admitting that he was a respected belletrist for centuries, does not negate that he is simply
uninteresting and tedious to the modern reader. Al-Bustani projects the literary conventions of
his time on al-Hariri’s work, whose riddles, artificiality, and oddities al-Bustani dismisses, fol-
lowing the modern measure that allots storytelling and originality of imagination more im-
portance than linguistic artificiality. Consequently, al-Bustani deems al-Harir1’s style obsolete,
because riddles and linguistic games are no longer a measure of excellence, but rather an apti-
tude for storytelling and an inventive imagination that is. Al-Bustani’s statement clearly echoes
the Orientalist objections against the Haririyya, similarly highlighting its affected style, ambi-
guity, and taste for oddities. The Orientalists objected to riddles and the linguistically compli-
cated nature of the magamat, because they made them “untranslatable” and complicated the
study of Arabic. al-Bustani’s contention, however, was not as particular as that of the Orien-

talist, since he was not expected to translate the Haririyya, nor worry about the “ennui” or

“boredom” Arab readers experienced. As a matter of fact, al-Bustani directed his criticism, not

25 Butrus al-Bustani, “Fatihat al-kitab,” in Muhit al-muhit, vol. 1, (Beirut: Maktabat Lubnan,
1987), n.p.
26 Butrus Bustani, Udabd’ al- ‘arab fi al-a ‘sur al- ‘abbdsiyya (Cairo: Hindawi, 2014), 338-41.
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at al-Har1ri’s magamat per se, but at the Arabic literary tradition, to which they belong. After
examining different premodern narrative works, al-Bustani concludes:
Most of the stories the Arabs composed are short. Those that are long lack coherence
in ideas and a unifying theme. For instance, ‘Antara’s biography, which is the longest
of Arabic stories, does not exhibit solid interconnections between its parts. One can
drop many of its reports (akhbar) without causing it any fault. This is because its events
are not well connected or linear and because its conclusions do not follow its premises,
as is the case for Western sophisticated stories (al-gisas al-gharbiyya al-ragiya) ... We
do not suspect [the aptitude of] the Arab’s imagination (mukhayyilat al- ‘arabi) because
of this lack. For when one reads ‘Antara or Alf layla wa-layla, one encounters a strong
flow of the imagination and remarkable imagery and variety. Nevertheless, their au-
thors tread clumsily; they are easily bored, restless, confused, and impatient; they grow
tired of plans as soon as they put them ... For these reasons, we did not receive an
artistically sophisticated story from the Arabs. Instead, we received magamat, nawadir,
and ahadith.?’
Once again, the mechanism of comparativism is applied. On the one hand, there are the “so-
phisticated,” coherent, and developed Western stories. On the other, there are the short, digres-
sive, and incomplete Arabic stories. Al-Bustani’s presentation reproduces the Orientalist posi-
tion, specifically that of Cherbonneau who claims that al-Hariri’s Magamat “lacks unity,” and
“visible totality”’?® (see Chapter 2). In either case, the Arabic literary tradition is not judged
according to its own terms, but in its capacity as being different from modern, European mod-
els.

Notably, al-Bustani mixes criticism with appreciation: indeed, old works lack unity and
artistic merit, but their claim to imagery persists. Al-Bustani raises a problem, therefore, with
the formal aspect of these work; namely, with the absence of a structure and a coherent logic,
one that generates long, discursive stories. Al-Bustant approaches the works of premodern Ar-
abic literature he cites in the same manner, as if the argument could be applied to them inter-
changeably. Moreover, he does not reflect on the oral context in which the tales of ‘Antara and
Alf layla wa-layla circulated, which, in addition to the anonymous status of their authors, un-
derwent numerous changes that contributed to their “fragmented” structure, if any. Further-

more, al-Bustani equates them to the magamat, whose form has been a standard one since al-

27 1bid, 315.
28 Cherbonneau, “XXXe Séance,” 238.
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Harr1’s, and the identities of whose authors has been known since al-Hamadhant’s time. For
him, all these works of literature are one and the same, because they reproduce a general trend
that falls short of meeting the standard the modern Western tradition of storytelling requires.
In this sense, the fundamental differences between the genres (i.e., known vs. anonymous au-
thors; oral vs. written transmission; elite vs. popular audience) are secondary to the one issue
that really matters to al-Bustani, which is the lack of structural unity and the artistic sophisti-
cation the Western model exemplifies and for which the magama genre, among others, repre-
sents the antithesis.

Al-Shidyaq and al-Bustani adopt opposing approaches toward the Haririyya. While the
former emulates its playfulness and quest for rare words and trickery, the latter examines on a
more serious note its utility, clarity, and resemblance to European models of literary produc-
tion. Their conclusions, however, were similar: al-HarirT was indeed respectful and admired in
the past, but to the modern reader he was useless, exhausting, and a cause of panic. Al-Shidyaq,
it will be remembered, though recognizing this, expressed disapproval of this kind of reception
in an ironical tone unique to him. The main trend of this reception carried over to the 20
century. Despite their different agendas, which varied between neo-classism, romanticism, and
social criticism, the Nahdawis of the 20" century reiterate the same arguments, epitomized in

the above by al-Bustani, and impose obsolescence on the Haririyya.

I1l. The Haririyya during the 20n Century: Various Voices

In the beginning of the 20» century, nahdawt voices become more diverse and numerous, rep-
resenting different facets of knowledge work. These voices reproduced two Orientalist narra-
tives. The first was the “rise and fall” narrative which implies concepts such as golden age and
decadence (see above). The second is the narrative associated with racial determinism which
argues that race defines human behavior and intellect.?® As a result, scholars tried to understand
which attributes of the “Arab mind” functioned as conditioners for its backwardness and
blocked it, in the context of literature, from composing long and artistically sophisticated nar-

ratives.

29 For an illustration of such racial study of the Arab and Mulsim mind, see Renan, Ernest.
“Islam and Science.” For a historical overview of how racial approach developed in academia,
see Nicholas Hudson, “‘Nation’ to ‘Race’: The Origin of Racial Classification in Eighteenth-
Century Thought,” in Eighteenth-Century Studies, Spring, 1996, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Spring, 1996),
pp. 247-264.
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To this end, the Tunisian poet Aba al-Qasim al-Shabbi (1909-1934) called, in al-Khayal
al-shi ri ‘inda al- ‘arab (The Poetic Imagination of the Arabs), for a new kind of literature that
breaks with the limited nature of the literary past. To this end, he asks:

Was Arabic storytelling of the kind that criticizes, examines, broaches, and investi-
gates? The answer is that Arabic storytelling was not of this kind, but rather one of three
kinds: storytelling that has the intention of giving pleasure and entertainment, such as
the poetry of Ibn Abi Rabi a and his likes that contained those flirtatious love accounts;
storytelling that is used to convey wisdom and offer instruction through parables and,
which Kalila wa-Dimna represents ...; or storytelling that produces literary jokes and
linguistic rarities, which is the genre of the magamat.*
Al-Shabbi depicts two different models: the first can reflect on the human condition, in addition
to other aspects of life, and investigate various intricacies of living, a model that is evidently
European and modern; the second seeks to produce entertainment using romantic stories and
frivolous humor, a model that is inferior to the first and whose practitioners were the Arabs
from the premodern period. Though al-Shabbi grants the presence of a branch of the second
model that focuses on cultivating good conduct in its readers/listeners, he is unmoved, since he
nevertheless aspires to the first, because it promises the attainment of truth and the development
of critical faculties. Al-Shabbi, furthermore, strives to put an end to the second model, because
it is superficial and a sign of decadence. The categories of adab al-Shabbi cites imply different
literary and aesthetic concerns. For him, however, they are identical, because they all use sto-
rytelling as a pretext to display linguistic ornamentation and didactic discourse, which stands
in contrasts to the Western way that uses storytelling to penetrate the inner self and reveal its
concerns.

Al-Shabbi adds that true storytelling, which the Arabic context his time desperately
needs, is one that completely breaks with the ways of al-HarirT’s magamat, which are “assorted
words he boasts of organizing and introducing variety to them as children do with shiny peb-
bles.”! Al-Hariri’s name is now associated with childish games and is depicted as the epitome
of decadence. Al-Shabbi, however, does not mention al-HarirT’s immediate audience or the
taste of his age. In this sense, breaking with the traditional model does not necessitate any
accommodations for justifications or excuses. To al-Shabbi, al-HarirT and his magamat are not

the product of proper “poetic imagination,” but rather of fancy. He says:

30 Abii al-Qasim al-Shabbi, al-Khayal al-shi ri ‘inda al- ‘arab (Doha: Hindawi, 2013), 65-6.
31 Ibid, 65.
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Had Arabic storytelling a share of the poetic imagination we are investigating? | would
say no; because poetic imagination is only [deemed] necessary by those who dare to
risk venturing into the dark recesses of life and its tunnels and by those who aspire to
discover the images and qualities that reside deeply within the soul. For poetic imagi-
nation is life’s magic lamp (al-fanis al-sihri), without which life’s paths cannot be
taken. Arabic storytelling did not make itself suffer by taking this obscure, meandering
path; but rather took the smooth, clear road that neither leads to confusion nor to the
abyss but leads to a flattened desert that which the eye exhausts in one look—that open,
naked road that the myths of the Arab their literature followed.®2
The Arabic imagination is thus limited, superficial, and inherently incapable of diving into the
dark and meandering paths of the inner self. Instead, it favors literary products that are “flat”
and linear, such as the magamat. Al-Shabbi, of course, was not the first to raise this point, as
seventy years earlier, the Orientalist Salmon Munk had argued the same. In his “Essai,” Munk
argues that “Arabic poetry is often of a monotonous simplicity like the sands of the desert” and
that “one almost never encounters in it those elevated ideas which exalt the soul.”® The simile
and the conclusion that follows it are identical to al-Shabbi’s argument. There remains, how-
ever, a difference between Munk and al-Shabbi, in that, in employing this argument, they
served different ends: the former weaves this narrative to justify the mission civilisatrice, while
the latter reproduces it to meet an intellectual demand; namely, to break from the “shameful”
past and join modernity. In the case of the magama, breaking with its ways meant breaking
with al-HarirT as a model.

Zaki Mubarak (d.1952), an Egyptian academic, devotes a section of his historical over-
view of 4th/10» Arabic prose, al-Nathr al-fanni fi al-qarn al-rabi ‘, to the magama genre. Mu-
barak explains the artificiality and mannerism of the genre by pointing to al-HarrT’s influence,
who did not emulate al-Hamadhani’s language, which was natural and “unabusive”®* (khaliya
min al-takalluf wa-I-i tisaf). Mubarak also argues that all the premodern Arabic authors, who
composed texts containing wordplay and empty artifices were al-HarirT’s students, not al-
Hamadhani’s. The main implication of Mubarak’s argument is that the magama genre, as such,

is not the one to blame, but rather al-Harir1’s style and subsequent influence. Several scholars

32 |bid, 66.
33 Munk, “Essai,” 541.
34 7aki Mubarak, al-Nathr al-fannt, 204.
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have adopted and reproduced this opinion.®*® Most recently, Hiameen-Anttila has argued that
the reappearance of al-Hamadhani’s magamat at the end of the 19» century, “brought the genre
back to its origins,”® i.e., back to the funny plots and “refreshingly simple and straightfor-
ward”%’ languages of al-Hamadhani.

Mubarak raises a similar question which the Orientalists’ position begged before (see
Chapter 2); namely, and more specifically to the context of the Haririyya’s Arabic reception,
if Magamat al-Harirt is strange and foreign, why did the work enjoy wide fame for many
centuries? Mubarak provides an answer by addressing the role of the Arabic “saliga,” or natural
disposition. He says:

The widespread of this genre [of the magamat] is the result of its compatibility with the
Arab natural disposition, which prefers short storytelling and refined composition ...
Indeed, due to their nature, Arabs were not disposed to complex storytelling, which is
abundantly available in extant old Greek [texts], and which spread to the English, the
Russians, the French, and the Germans. There is no fault in the Arabs’ [literary] tradi-
tion lacking in long storytelling because true art is the one that is based on natural pre-
disposition, and the Arabs were not predisposed to [compose] stories that could be read
over days or weeks.*®
This passage shares similarities with al-Shabbi’s statement discussed before. Mubarak pre-
sumes a static and predetermined state of mind that conditions a people’s ability to engage in
storytelling, which the Arabs did not possess. Mubarak completely disregards any considera-
tions of personal taste or outside environmental factors of influence, accepting “natural dispo-
sition” as the measuring stick by which Mubarak determines that the Arabs were forced to
prefer one kind of storytelling, epitomized by the magamat, a kind that is short, fragmented,
and linguistically ornate, as opposed to the other, long and complex, in which all other nations
partook: beginning with the Greeks, many other nations opted for this kind of storytelling, here
presumed to be the better one, and continued to write examples of this kind of storytelling up
until the modern period. Mubarak borrows the “rise and fall” narrative from orientalist critics

of the magama genre and projects it on the Arabic context, thereby reproducing the claim of

% Cf,, for instance, how Butrus al-Bustani, Shawqi Dayf, and Ihsan ‘Abbas wrote about al-
Hamadhani to how they portrayed al-Harir in the following works: al-Bustani, Udaba’ al-
‘arab fi al-a ‘sur al- ‘abbasiyya; Dayf, al-Magama; ‘ Abbas, Malamih.

% Hameen-Anttila, “The Novel and the Magama,” 93.

37 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 52.

% Mubarak, al-Nathr al-fanni, 204.
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the existence of an age of decadence, this time from an indigenous perspective as opposed to
that of Orientalists.

In contrast to al-Shabbi and Mubarak, who argued that modern, European models of lit-
erature, which have their origin in Old Greece, was the way to liberate the Arabic mind from
the influence of classical Arabic literary models, the socialist thinker Salama Misa held the
view that the fate of the Arabic nation can only be changed if the Arabs adopted industry instead
of agriculture, and science instead of literature.3® Consequently, Misa condemned al-Harir1,*°
the magamat, premodern adab in general, and his fellow contemporary scholars who were too
preoccupied with language and literature. To him, a Nahda that dwells on words instead of
acting and creating something useful is a failed Nahda. In al-Dunya ba ‘da thalathina ‘am, he
says:

The scientific atmosphere remains remote from the masses, as it hardly has any pres-
ence in newspapers and schools. All the attention is still dedicated to these collections
of stories, tales, sermons, fables, and poems, which they call adab. This is the preoccu-
pation of the indolent who are attached to anecdotes, jokes, and gossiping. ... Our on-
going Nahda in Egypt, | mean the cultural Nahda, is a literature-oriented, decadent
Nahda, founded on empty discourse about poetasters in classical adab. It is in the nature
of literature [to cause one] to look back; and it is in the nature of science [to cause one]
to look forward, meaning to the future.*!
Misa’s position is clear and determined, be it in this article or other ones: the East must follow
in the footsteps of the West’s industrial and scientific revolution,*? and whatever hinders this
goal, be it language or literature, must be removed from the way. Miisa intentionally overlooks
the differences between anecdotes, jokes, and the various genres that constitute adab, reducing
them to mere gossiping. Miisa portrayed himself as a pragmatic intellectual, to whom function-
ality and proaction were far more imperative than mere storytelling.
During the early period of the 20» century, opinions varied: while al-Shabbi was calling

for a new kind of literature, Mubarak discussed the shortcomings of premodern adab, and Musa

39 For instance, he says: “The civilization of today is industrial. The culture of industry is sci-
ence, while the culture of agriculture relies on adab, religion, and philosophy.” Salama Misa,
“al-Sharq sharq wa-I-gharb gharb” in al-Majalla al-Jadida (May 1930), 885.

40 On Salama Miisa’s views on al-Harir see his articles: ““Amir am ‘abd?” and “al-Inhitat wa-
I-umma al-munhatta,” al-Majalla al-Jadida (March 1934).

41 Salama Miisa, al-Dunya ba ‘da thalathina ‘am, second edition (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Nahda,
N.D.) [first published in 1936].

42 See Miisa’s article “al-Sharq sharg,” 882-888.
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criticized both attitudes. These positions, however, converged in a single point that saw classi-
cal Arabic literary models as being outdated and incompatible with modern needs. In the same
period, the Tunisian-Egyptian writer Bayram al-TtinsT (1893-1961) was writing and publishing
his magamat in different newspapers, unconcerned by the objections that were being raised to
the genre. Al-Tansi’s style of writing was first conventional and standard, but he soon broke
from mainstream literary trends and started composing colloquial poetry, frivolous magamat,
and even emulating the Qur’an.*® Neo-classists were obviously not fond of him. A frequent
statement that is usually cited in al-Ttnst’s biographies is attributed to the Egyptian poet
Ahmad Shawqt (d. 1932), who said: “The tyranny of no one, the tyranny of nothing, lead me
to fear for Arabic poetry, except that of Bayram and his folk literature [adab sha ‘b7].”*
Unlike the other magama writers from the Nahda period, who focalize the “privileged

strata,”*

al-TunsT followed the example of al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri, creating unconven-
tional characters. His protagonists belong to the tribe of Banti Sasan, and other characters of
his magamat were mujawirin, meaning students residing in the Azhar, who instead of acting
as guardians of the faith cared only for profit and deception. In his episodes, al-Tunsi follows
the classical magama structure, a standard one in Arabic, and emulates the Haririyya’s style
and riddles. He uses colloquial Egyptian, loanwords from French, and playful coded language.
In al-Maqgama al-Nisa iyya, for example, the reader encounters a blind mugri’ [Qur an reciter]
who creates a secret language to communicate with other blind colleagues. He introduces his
new language, saying:
We have replaced the language of commoners with a secret code (sim) that only expert
philologists can understand; that is, one should omit the first letter of every word ...
then replace it with whatever other letter. Accordingly, if you want the word “nurid”
[we want] you say “thabit farid” or “thalith jarid’; and if you want the word “samin”
[fat] you say “samim amin” or “saq thamin.” Thus, confusing the most alert of readers,

even if they were the imams of the biggest mosques.””*°

43 | owe this point to Dr. Walid el-Khachab who introduced me to al-Tiinst’s emulations of the
Qur’an. In al-TunsT’s al-Magama al-Intikhabiyya, the protagonist sends a threatening letter to
a parliamentary candidate emulating the Quranic sentence “O you who believe” and composes
“O you who vote avoid the parliament when you are not clean”. Bayram al-Tinsi, al-Magamat,
(al-4 ‘mal al-kamila), vol. T (Cairo: Madbuli, 2002), 790.

44 Quoted in Marilyn Booth, Bayram al-Tunsi’s Egypt: Social Criticism and Narrative Strate-
gies, (Exeter: Ithaca press, 1990), 5.

%5 Ibid, 351.

46 Bayram al-Tiinsi, al-Magamat, 876.
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Al-TansT also employs irony and humor, to address pressing topics of his time, including class
differences, technology, women’s rights, and politics. Magamat al-Mujawirin, as Booth calls
them, turn al-Hamadhani’s genre and al-Har1ri’s games into critical literary tools that preserve
the frivolity and the playfulness that are characteristic of premodern Arabic authors. Al-Tuns1
employs these to articulate the needs of modern society. His approach was, therefore, similar
to that of al-Shidyaq (See Section II above). Nevertheless, al-Ttinst’s magamat remained scat-
tered in different newspapers for more than 40 years before they were collected in book form.*’

The first three intellectuals discussed in this section illustrate that the critical encounter
with literary production, in the context of the Nahda, particularly during the first thirty years
of the 20~ centruy, was dominated by the pragmatist Orientalist narratives from the century
before. Al-Hariri’s model was heavily criticized, causing it to fade into the background of the
literary scene and lose its original appeal. Nevertheless, the magama genre continued to be
present, albeit in a less accepted form than before. To most Nahdawis, the magama was a
deficient genre, which produced only unsatisfactory, short, simple, and useless texts. To the
few amongst them, however, that is to say, the authors who possessed a sense of humor and
the understanding of the utility of playful, such as al-Ttnsi, the magama genre was a handy
tool to articulate modern concerns and to challenge the seriousness of the time.

Conclusion: The Rise (of al-Hamadhant) and Fall (of al-Harir1)

Nahdawis promoted themselves as saviors who could liberate and rescue the “Arab mind” from
a former state of decadence and replace it with a superior one, comparable to that of the Euro-
peans. Their narrative, which spoke of pressing need for an awakening and the adoption of
European modernity, drove them to fabricate the existence of an age of decadence and desig-
nate the Haririyya as a notable example of it. Consequently, serious, clear, and committed
literature started to dominate over the playful and humorous kind. Writers such as al-Shidyaq
and Bayram al-Tuinst numbered in the few, keeping the magama genre alive, despite the chang-

ing tastes and conventions and scathing attacks on the genre from contemporary scholarship.*®

47 Booth, Bayram al-Tunsi’s Egypt, 438-444.

48 According to Hameen-Anttila, thirty-one authors wrote magamat during the 20™ century.
Hameen-Anttila, “The Novel and the Magama,” 92. In the 21% century, one still encounters
several magama collections here and there. The Tunisian author ‘Alf al-Ahmar for instance,
wrote thirty-six magamat on the Arab Spring which he attributed to a narrator called Hisham
ibn ‘Isa and a trickster named Abi al-Sukr al-Ifhandar. See: ‘Alf al-Ahmar, al-Magamat al-
Intigaliyya (Tunis: Dar Afag-Perspective, 2016). Similarly, ‘Imad al-Zuwwari (also from Tu-
nisia) invents a fictional trickster who gives fatwas on Facebook and introduces his anecdotes
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The survival of the genre is owed primarily, however, to the rediscovery of al-Hamadhani
at the end of the 19+ century, whom the Orientalists held in high regard. They argued that the
Hamadhaniyya was funnier, clearer, and that “the taste,” i.e., the European taste, was “more
often shocked in al-Hariri’s work than in al-Hamadhant’s.”*® Consequently, the father of the
magama genre gained a new life in the Arab world. Several annotations of the Hamadhaniyya
were produced.®® Muhammad al-Muwaylihi (d.1930) used the narrator from the
Hamadhaniyya in serialized novel, Hadith ‘Isa ibn Hisham, and studies on al-Hamadhant’s
magamat became more and more common. The tolerance and praise that al-HarirT was denied
was channeled to his predecessor. Considered a miracle during the premodern period of Islam,
al-HarirT moved from being condemned to being forgotten. As for al-Hamadhani, whom pre-
modern Arabic readers neglected and hardly read,** he became a model of simplicity and hu-
mor. It would suffice to browse through current scholarship on the magamat to understand the
extent to which al-Hamadhani’s name prevailed over that of his successor, al-HarirT (see Intro-
duction).>

That the magama genre was frowned upon during the Nahda presupposes that both al-
Har1rT and al-Hamadhant were equally condemnable. Nevertheless, al-Hamadhan1’s work was
branded as a classic and praised. This adoption, however, was not unconditioned, as the
Hamadhaniyya had to fulfill the conventions of modernity; that is, it had to become clearer,

functional, more in line with a moral worldview, and more serious. Muhammad ‘Abduh (d.

as ‘‘a collection of short stories following the model of the magamat’ [majmii ‘a qasasiyya
‘ala tariqat al-magamat]. See ‘Imad al-Zuwwari, Fatawa al-Sheikh Rahdan (Tunis: Dar al-
Thaqafiyya, 2021). Moreover, although the magama genre occupies a marginal role today, this
does not hold true for specific regions, such as Nigeria. See Sulaiman Adewale Alagunfon,
Texts, Contexts, and Scholars: The Classical Arabic Magama in Yorubaland.

49 Sacy, Les Séances de Hariri, V.

% Abduh’s edition of al-Hamadhan1’s Magamat was not the first edition to be published. The
collection was also published in Tehran and India in 1879, in Bulaqg in 1874, in Istanbul in
1881, and in Cairo in 1886.

®L In most premodern anthologies and biographical dictionaries, al-Hamadhani is given short
treatment. See, for instance, Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan wa-anba’ abna’ al-zaman, vol.
I, Edited by Ihsan ‘Abbas, (Beirut: Dar al-Sadir, 1994), 127-129; Al-Dhahabi, Siyar a ‘lam al-
nubala’, vol.12, 159. These authors summarize al-Tha‘alibi’s long praise in Yatimat al-Dahr
without elaboration or further investigation. They also cite al-Hamadhant’s epistles and virtu-
ally overlook his magamat, referring to him, regarding this matter, as having inspired al-Hariri.
One obvious exception in this context, is al-Kala't (d.588/1192) who praises al-Hamadhant
generously, cites his magamat, and ignores al-Hariri. See: al-Kala‘1(d.588/1192), lhkam San ‘at
al-Kalam, ed. Muhammad Ridwan al-Daya (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, 1966), 192-206.

52 perhaps Cooperson’s recent adaptation of al-Hariri’s Magamat can “revive” the Haririyya
and inspire more scholarship.
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1905) carried the first reconstruction of al-Hamadhani’s episodes according to these precepts,
publishing an annotated edition in 1898 from which he omitted®® all the episodes and sentences
that may bother the readers of his time. He justifies his act of censorship as follows:
In this work, meaning Maqgamat al-Badi ‘, blessed be his soul, one encounters artfulness
in various manners of expression, many of which may cause abashment to the reader
and bashfulness in me to comment on them, and which are inappropriate for the gullible
(al-sudhdhaj) to recognise their connotations or for their minds to wander about in their
meanings. God forbid me from throwing any blame on the author of the magamat which
would disrespect his value, or pointing to any fault that would debase his endeavor. But
to each time its appropriate discourse, and to each imagination its place to wander. This
is my excuse for omitting al-Maqgama al-Shamiyya, not including some expressions in
al-Magama al-Rusafiyya, and removing some words from another magama, which |
indicate accordingly.>*
‘Abdu’s censorship was only the beginning of a process of reconstructing al-Hamadhani. Var-
ious studies projected all kinds of roles on al-Hamadhani, treating him as an artist, an educator,
a social critic, and even as a rebellious figure (see Introduction). As part of this process, which
followed a paradigm of integration into modernity, al-Hamadhani lost most of his playfulness
and humor. In light of this conditional acceptance of al-Hamadhani, one may argue that his
magqamat suffered equally to or perhaps more gravely than al-Hariri’s. Indeed, the latter was
ignored and branded as obsolete, yet his oeuvre, at least, kept its ambiguity and gharib, and

remained uncensored.

%3 The recent study by Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz highlights all ‘Abdu’s omissions.
See Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz, The Maqgamat of Badi * al-Zaman.

% Muhammad ‘Abdu, “Introduction,” in Magamat al-Hamadhant, edited by Muhammad ‘Ab-
duh, 3rd edition, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2005), 4-5.
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Trading Gharib in the Haririyya

“People talk the most incomprehensibly when their language is meant to serve nothing
but to make themselves comprehensible.” Karl Kraus, Beim Wort Genommen'

! Quoted in Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity, 151.
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Preface

It should go without saying that language in general and rare or gharib vocabulary, in particu-
lar, are crucial elements in Maqgamat al-Harirt, as the author himself declares in the exordium
(see Introduction) and play a specific function. Nevertheless, as Chapters 2 and 3 have shown,
the Haririyya’s style and language were condemned by several European and Arab readers in
the modern period. They found it to be strange, cryptic, pointless, laborious, and stupid. In the
following three chapters, | focus on al-Hariri’s use of gharib vocabulary, meaning argot, jar-
gon, and the Bedouin’s vocabulary, to illustrate the function these specific linguistic forms of
language have in the Haririyya.

The central argument in Part Il is that the Haririyya’s plot, i.e., al-Harith obsession with
the trickster, seeking him wherever, is a commentary on literati’s fascination with strange lan-
guage in al-HarirT’s time. This reflects the obsession with the Bedouin’s tongue in the period
of data-collection, the abundance of vocabulary which followed its collection, and the need to
display vocabulary in playful and original ways. To this end, | structure the current part as
follows.

Chapter 4 defines gharib and its different perks as cited by poets and literati during
premodernity and introduces the trickster as a personification of rare vocabulary. In this con-
text, | argue that al-HarirT’s interest in ambiguity and refinement, to which modern readers
objected, was compatible with his immediate audience’s taste and their understanding of what
artistic prose entails. Some modern readers indeed addressed this aspect (see Chapters 2 and
3), in the form of the apologies and justifications that accompanied their translations or edi-
tions. In the context of Part 11, | address this aspect to demonstrate that al-Harirt did not write
his Magamat in a vacuum, but rather in a linguistic and literary context that encouraged the use
of gharib and associated it with many perks.

Chapter 5 addresses the function of al-Hartri’s employment of gharib in his work,
which I argue is to criticize the educated elite of his time: i.e., their obsession with rare vocab-
ulary, constrained writing (lipograms), and transgressive language. The Haririyya’s linguistic
ornamentations are, therefore, not pursued for their own sake, but are a tool al-Hariri employs
to carry out this very criticism. This criticism is explicit in al-Sar(ji's unfriendliness toward the
educated class and in his behavior toward them: he robs, deceives, lies and even punishes them
at times.

Chapter 6 demonstrates how the trickster adjusts and changes his vocabulary and tools

to meet the needs of his audience or reinforce his relationship with them. The abundance of
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gharib language in the Haririyya does not mean that it is randomly employed in the magamat.
Rather, it is regulated and distributed proportionally in every episode, depending on the audi-
ence the trickster addresses. Addressing the elite, al-Sarji uses an enormous amount of gharib,
literary and linguistic jargon, in addition to riddles, lipograms, and badi ‘. Al-Sariji employs
all the means available to him to humiliate the educated class and rob them of their material
possessions. Addressing the uneducated masses in open places, he uses as little gharib as pos-
sible, because any rewards he can gain from them are meagre. Addressing his tribe, the Bani
Sasan, al-Sartj1 altogether abandons his linguistic apparatus and relies on secret argot to em-
phasize the intimacy of his relationship with the tribe. In other words, the trickster adapts his
vocabulary and register depending on what he is set to gain from his audience and his relation-
ship to it, be it enmity or fraternity.

In the Haririyya, gharib plays a threefold function: it ornates the language and gives it
an air of erudition, it critiques the intellectual obsession with vocabulary and ridicules its

agents, and finally, it emphasizes the trickster’s role as the trader of the exotic and the strange.
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Chapter 4

Gharib and the Haririyya’s Trickster

Whenever Abi Zayd al-Sariiji, the Haririyya’s trickster, addresses the educated elite, he em-
ploys strange and ambiguous vocabulary—the gharib (see Chapter 6). In this chapter, | offer
a general introduction to gharib vocabulary, defining its various connotations and citing the
various uses and perks, as it were, that premodern philologists, poets, and literary critics at-
tributed to it. My aim is twofold: first, to highlight the value of gharib and rare vocabulary in
al-HarirT’s context; and second, to lay the ground for my main argument, namely, that Aba
Zayd al-Sartiji is the incarnation of gharib vocabulary: he shares in its appeal, ambiguity, re-
moteness, inaccessibility, and untameable nature. Encountering the trickster in the Magamat
evokes in the narrator the same emotions that gharib users and collectors experience in the
early premodern period of Islam, which is to say, thrill, curiosity, and agony.

To this end, this chapter proceeds through three sections. Section | clarifies the different
connotations of gharib and sources that could provide it. Section Il cites different figures from
premodern adab culture, whose name was attached to gharib, including Abt ‘Ubayd, Abt
Tammam, Aba al-‘Ibar, and addresses their motivations for collecting gharib, be they material,
intellectual, or affective. Section Il builds on the two previous sections to analyze how the
Haririyya’s narrator, al-Harith ibn Hammam leads an everlasting pursuit of a trickster who is
hard to catch, identify, or comprehend. Recognizing the identity of al-SarjT at the end of each
episode equals the cognitive effort of finally deciphering the meaning of gharib vocabulary.
This effort, however, is brief and fleeting, as it has to be repeated in every episode: the trickster
runs away and the narrator has to follow him to the next magama, capture him temporarily,

before he runs once again, and so on and so forth.

. Interest in the Gharib and its Meaning

Bonebakker defines gharib in the second edition of the Encyclopedia of Islam as follows:

29 ¢C

Gharib, literally: “strange,” “uncommon,” a technical term in philology and in the sci-
ence of tradition. As a term in philology, it means: “rare, unfamiliar (and consequently
obscure) expressions” ..., and frequently occurs in the titles of books, mostly such as

deal with unfamiliar expressions in the Qur’an and in the Tradition (books carrying the

YIn Part 111, I discuss the meaning of gharib as a stranger in space. In this chapter, | discuss
ghartb from a linguistic standpoint.
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titles Gharib al-Qur'an and Gharib al-Hadith seem to have existed as early as the sec-
ond century). The term also occurs in works on literary theory (where it may also have

29 ¢¢

the non-technical, laudatory sense of “uncommon,” “original”).?
Bonebakker rightfully notes the association of gharib with the efforts of uncovering meaning
in the Qur an and the hadith tradition.> However, he overlooks the literary and playful aspects
of engaging with gharib vocabulary and expressions, which can only be inferred from the last
sentence of the passage quoted above. Such limited elaboration on this word conditions the
scholarly engagement with the genre, which would limit it, not without reason, to the implica-
tions of gharib for the Qur’an and the hadith tradition. In his recent survey, The Arabic Lexi-
cographical Tradition: From 2+/8 to the 12+/18» Century, Ramzi Baalbki notes that the asso-
ciation of gharib with a religiously pragmatic agenda of clarifying the meaning of the Qur an
and the hadith tradition can be traced back to the early sources.* In this regard, he cites an
anecdote from the 1</ 7+ century, in which people are reported to have blocked the road leading
to the house of the Prophet’s Companion, Ibn ‘Abbas’,®> which made him ask
his attendant to admit first those who wanted to ask him about the Qur’an and its hurif
(words, or possibly modes of reading), followed respectively by those who sought an-
swers to questions related to the interpretation of the Qur 'an, the lawful and the forbid-
den (al-halal wa-1-haram), jurisprudence (figh), religious obligations (fara’id), and fi-
nally ‘arabiyya, poetry and gharib.®
Understanding the implications of God’s word in all its manifestations and implications is fol-
lowed immediately by a need to understand the linguistic medium through which God chose
to communicate ( ‘arabiyya), the material that would help properly decipher that medium (po-
etry), and any uncommon vocabulary (gharib). Though third in line here, the scholarly efforts
of the premodern period soon develop an interest in gharib that transcends its utility for Qur’an
or hadith exegesis. Besides religious motivations, therefore, scholarly interest in gharib was of

2 Seeger Adrianus Bonebakker, “Gharib,” in EI2.

3 “The first scholarly activities in Islam concentrated on the text of the Qur an, which had to
be transmitted and explained.” See Kees Versteegh, “Arabic in the Pre-Islamic Period,” in The
Arabic Language, second edition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University press, 2001), 60.

* Ramzi Baalbaki, The Arabic Lexicographical Tradition: From 2"%/8" to the 12%/18™ Century,
(Leiden: Brill, 2014), 39.

® Ibn ‘Abbas: (ca. 619—687/688), a Companion of the prophet Muhammad, one of the eminent
scholars of early Islam, and the first exegete of the Qur ‘an.

® Baalbaki, The Arabic Lexicographical Tradition, 39.
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a secular nature, too. Pursuing gharib increased in the following centuries, and numerous schol-
ars and literati employed it, at times to the point of absolute ambiguity, such as Abii Tammam
whose case is discussed below.

Gharib, therefore, exerted on people a special fascination during the premodern period
of Islam. It was desired, sought, studied, and categorized. The approach to defining gharib
differed from one scholar to the other. The philologist and scholar Abti Sulayman al-Khattabi
al-Busti (d.388/988), for instance, provides the following explanation:

Gharib in speech is that which is ambiguous and too obscure (lit. remote) to be com-
prehended, just as a stranger is remote from the homeland and cut off from the family.
... Ghartb in speech, moreover, is of two kinds: the first denotes the obscure and am-
biguous, which comprehension grasps from a distance and at [at the expense of] great
mental effort; the second denotes the speech of remote, isolated Arab tribes who were
in isolation. When we hear their words, they strike us as strange, whereas they are those

people’s language and eloquence.®
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al-Khattabi defines gharib using three points of reference. First, al-Khattab1 associates gharib
vocabulary with space, defining its specimens with respect to their point of origin, one that is
distant in space. Second, al-Khattabi associates gharib with a cognitive process, one by which
the experience of first learning about gharib words and later comprehending them entails a
mental effort, which involves pondering them and dwelling on them for some time before un-
derstanding them; the time spent on this constitutes a temporal distance. Third, al-Khattabi
notes the role of situational or linguistic context, that is to say, words that are part of the daily
vocabulary of remote tribes are not strange to them but only to those outside of the tribe. In
other words, gharib is not simply the “strange” and “uncommon,” but rather an elaborate cat-

egory of vocabulary that is associated with mental exertion, spatial and temporal alienation,

7 Al-Khattab?’s literary works are addressed in Chapter 7.
8 Abii Sulayman al-Khattabi al-Busti, Gharib al-hadith, edited by A. Al-*Azbawi, Vol. |, (Da-
mascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1982), 70-1.
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and context. In this sense, gharib resists immediate comprehension, integration, and appropri-
ation. By referring to the stranger who is distant from home and family, al-Khattabi argues that
gharib cannot fully be part of the new tongue. It remains strange, ambiguous, and “eccentric”
(shadhdh). No matter how long the pondering lasts, the meaning is only understood relatively
and “from a distance,” and only its original users, the remote, isolated tribes, can use it naturally
and normally.

The complexity of gharib and its strangeness is also obvious in al-Suytti’s (d. 911/1505)
enumerations of words, including the plural form of gharib, that approximate each other in
meaning, which constitutes a semantic field designating the uncommon. This is a different
approach to defining gharib. The words al-Suyiiti includes are

al-hishi (unfamiliar, barbarous), al-ghara’ib (strange), al-shawadhdh (anomalous),
and al-nawadir (rare), which “are close in meaning (mutagariba) and are antonyms of
fasth (clear or eloquent).® Al-Suyiit adds that “Ibn Rashiq indicates in al- ‘Umda that
wahshi terms sound detestable to the ear (nafara ‘an al-sam”). ... However, when terms
are beautiful (kasana) and strange, known only to eminent scholars and pure Bedouins,
then they are wahshi terms.
The categorization al-Suyti puts forth illustrates the different levels of gharib and the different
conditions of accepting or discarding it. In his treatment of the issues, al-Suyuti cites various
opinions on the matter. Following Ibn Rashiq, this could be done according to how the word’s
sound (either pleasant or unpleasant to the ear), according to its source (used by Bedouins and
scholars or others), and according to the extent to which a word is rare.

Based on the above, gharib is inaccessible vocabulary, both semantically and spatially,
that is only made accessible through traveling, careful study, or direct immediate connections
to its place of origin. When tamed and used widely, gharib loses its value and strangeness.
Untamed, however, gharib is experienced as detestable to the ear and “anomalous.” Using
ghartb is akin to playing with fire, threatening peril at any moment. Al-Suyiiti’s survey of
opinions skillfully juxtaposes opposites inherent in the gharib, i.e., the learnedness of scholars
and the illiteracy of Bedouins.!! and the wahshi nature of words that, though making ugly

sounds, represent pure Arabic. Al-Suytti’s survey also foregrounds the most important element

® al-Suyiiti, al-Muzhir fi ‘ulim al-lugha wa-anwa iha, Vol. 1, 3" ed. (Cairo: Dar al-Turath,
N.D), 233.

10 1bid, 233.

11 One of the main conditions of a trustworthy informer of vocabulary is to be illiterate (see
Chapter 5).
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of gharib: its source and those who desired to use it. The problematic and exclusive nature of
gharth made it famous and encouraged more collectors, scholars, and literati to use it exten-
sively. They understood its aesthetic charms and ability to provoke curiosity, thrill, reward, and
even pain. Incidentally, if rare and gharib vocabulary was used and collected arbitrarily, it
would have no value or authority. Hence, collectors chose Bedouins, or “isolated tribes,” ac-
cording to various conditions (see Chapter 5). The stricter the conditions were, the more likely
they resulted in more examples of rare, strange, and valuable gharib. This, however, only lasted
for a period of time, before other sources with even stranger vocabulary attracted the attention

of the literati.?

I1. Reasons to Use Gharib

Abi ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam (d. 224/838), the scholar who spent decades collecting
strange vocabulary to compose al-Gharib al-musannaf, describes the experience of hearing a
new word from the gharib kind as follows: “I spent forty years composing this book [al-Gharib
al-musannaf], and sometimes when I hear a new word from a man’s tongue and add it to my
book, I remain awake all night unable to sleep from happiness.”?® The excitement conveyed
here demonstrates the value gharib vocabulary had for individuals during the premodern period
of Islam. The scholars’ preoccupation with it was not simply a matter of taste or curiosity but
was also associated with aspirations for material gain and rewards. Abii al-Tayyib al-Lughaw1
(d. 351/962) notes, for instance, that whenever Abt “Ubayd composed a new collection of
ghartb vocabulary, he would immediately rush to the doors of kings who would reward him
for his work (kdna Abii ‘Ubayd yasbiq bi-musannafatih ila al-mulitk fa-yujizunah ‘alayha).**
This implies that scholars were not the only ones who sought the strange. Collecting gharib
vocabulary was a desire shared across the board, notably by patrons who rewarded the produc-

tions of their beneficiaries.

12 1n the 3"/ 9™ century, after collecting the terms of the Bedouin, the attention shifted to a
different vocabulary, that was even stranger, but in a different way: namely, the transgressive,
vulgar, and obscene vocabulary, the kind of vocabulary that is associated with prostitutes, com-
moners, and Banii Sasan (see Chapter 5).

13 Abi ‘Ubayd, quoted by: Abii Miisa al-Madini (d. 581/1185), al-Majmii* al-mughith fi
gharibay al-qur an wa-l-hadith, edited by ‘Abd al-Karim al-°Azbawi, Vol. I (Jaddah: Dar al-
Madani, 1986), 8.

14 Abii al-Tayyib al-Lughawi, Maratib al-nahwiyyin, edited by Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ib-
rahim (Cairo: Nahdat Misr, 1955), 94.
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Besides collectors and patrons, gharib was a marker of distinction among poets. In the
pre-Islamic period, the famous poet al-A ‘sha al-Kabir (d. 7/629)° describes his ode as follows:
A strange [ode] that reaches the kings wise.
| composed it, so they would ask who did?®
asa ddal i 2
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Al-A‘sha’s verse highlights a different motivation to use the gharib. The main utility here is to
highlight the creativity of the composer, shifting the focus of the conversation from the art to
the artist.” A good ode might inspire appreciation and bring rewards, but a strange one pro-
vokes curiosity, too, and channels attention to the genius of the poet and his remarkable apti-
tude to employ strange vocabulary. The reception of gharib through poetry, however, was not
always positive. The Abbasid poet Abti Tammam (d. 231/845 or 232/846), for instance, pro-
voked negative recreations in his audience, owing to his peculiar compositions. Hearing Abt
Tammam poetry, the linguist Ibn al-A ‘rab1 (d. 231/846) declares sarcastically: “If this is poetry,
then what the Arabs have composed is worthless.”*® Comparing him to his contemporary al-
Buhturi, al-Amidi describes Abi Tammam’s style as “extremely mannerist, artificial, and
makes one hate [yastakrihu] his words and meanings.”'® Beatrice Gruendler describes Abi

Tammam'’s style and reception as follows:
He created logical twists, paradoxes, and antitheses, and specialized in the personifica-
tion of abstract concepts. But he merged these with an archaic Bedouin lexicon and
older poetic motifs. As a result, his poetry sounded very different from what had come
before. It echoed the tradition but gave it a new feel, so much so that it shocked. It

quickly became both wildly controversial and wildly popular.?°

15 Al-A‘sha was a pre-Islamic poet whose ode Abii ‘Ubaydah (d. 825) includes among the
celebrated Mu ‘allagat. Al-A‘sha is considered the first Arab poet to have made a living from
his profession. This assumption is supported both by the sheer quantity of his poetry and by
the predominance of panegyric in his diwan. Jockers, Barbara, “al-A ‘sha,” in EI3.

16 Maymiin Ibn Qays al-A ‘sha al-Kabir, Diwan, edited by Muhammad Husayn (Cairo: Makta-
bat al-adab, 1950), 27.

171n a way, this statement brings to mind that of 1bn al-Khashshab who opens his commentary
of the Haririyya by listing its sarigat and al-Hartr’s genius for finding sources to steal from
(see Chapter 1).

18 Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn Yahya al-Siili, The Life and Times of Abii Tammam, ed. & trans.
Beatrice Gruendler (New York & London: New York Press, 2015), 279.

19 Al-Amidi, al-Muwdazana bayna shi r Abi Tammam wa-1-Buhtur, edited by Sayyid Ahmad
Sagr, vol. I, 4" ed. (Cairo: Dar al-Ma arif, n.d), 4-5.

20 Beatrice Gruendler, “Introduction,” in The Life and Times, xv.
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Abt Tammam was thus unique among his contemporaries. Moreover, he was divisive, insti-
gating controversy and provoking an ambiguous response from his audience. Abii Tammam
never apologized or justified his aesthetic choices. Addressing those who called him cryptic,
he blames them for not being able to understand him?! and even compares them to cattle. He
says:
No crowd of theirs, however great, shall grieve you,
for most of them, nay, all of them, are cattle.??
e agilead (e iaady Y
SR o Sl T
Despite his indecipherable style and his word choice, which his contemporaries disapproved
of, Abti Tammam monopolized the literary market: poets were unable to make a living com-
peting against him.?3
The strangeness and ambiguity Abii Tammam expressed in his poetry was exceeded in
various respects of tomfoolery (tahammug), absurdity, and insanity of Aba al-'Ibar
(d.252/866), a contemporary of Abii Tammam, who employed the gharib in his compositions
following an unusually original approach that was unique to him. Realizing that his poetry,
“despite its average quality, would not sell well” compared to the poetry of the famous poets
of the time, such as Abli Tammam and al-Buhtur (d.284/897),%* at fifty years of age, Abii al-
‘Ibar switched from composing serious to composing frivolous poetry. Abii al-"Ibar embodied
the attributes of humgq (foolishness) and raqa ‘a (shamelessness) to demonstrate his distinction
and earn material favors.?® In doing so, Abii al-Ibar attained his want by writing absurd poems
that were replete with gharib. This was epitomized in his method of composition.
Abi al-‘Ibar would head to a bridge and “record everything he heard from passers-by;
then he would tear the scroll into two halves and stick one on the back of the other; as a result
of this he had a composition that which “nothing in the world was more foolish.”?® Abii al-

‘Ibar sourced his gharib differently?’ than Abti Tammam, for instance, but he employed the

21 “Abli Tammam, why don’t you compose poetry that can be understood?’ ‘And you,” Abi
Tammam retorted, ‘why can’t you understand the poetry that is composed?’ reducing him to
silence.” Suli, The Life and Times, 81.

22 |bid, 113.

23 “No poet could earn a single dirham in the days of Abii Tammam. On his death, the poets
each took a share of what he used to earn.” Ibid, 117.

24 Abi al-Faraj al-Isbahani, al-Aghant, vol. XXIII, (Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-Turath, 1994), 144.
25 |bid.

26 S. Moreh, “Abi al-‘Tbar,” EAL, vol. I, 37.

2T Abil al-‘Ibar’s method and vocabulary are discussed further in the next chapter.
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final product to the same end: gain money, establish his distinction, and beguile his audience.
Using a different source for his words and expression, Abii al-Ibar joined the new literary taste
of the 3</9» century which favored obscenity and shock (see Chapter 5). Abi al-‘Ibar’s vocab-
ulary, odd performances,?® and strange garments® demonstrate that distinction and admiration
could be achieved through humor and shock just as they are achievable through learnedness
and exclusive knowledge. Though Gharib was to many “detestable,” ambiguous, eccentric,
anomalous, and foolish, its impact on the speaker and listener could surpass that of beautiful
and commonly used words.

Abi al-‘Ibar’s fame can be understood in light of a hypothetical situation al-Jahiz cites
in the course of discussing balagha, or eloquence. According to Sahl ibn Haran, if two men
debate one another and both exhibit an equal degree of baldgha, and one was dressed elegantly
while the other was dressed in ugly rags, the audience would declare the latter the winner,
because unlike the former, he had the element of surprise. The audience, not suspecting him to
have any merit, have their feelings transformed after listening to him: first into amazement
(ta ‘ajjub) and then into admiration (i jab). Similarly, what proves Abt al‘Ibar’s merit is the
element of surprise that he derives from the perceived non-compatibility between his outward
appearance and claim to excellence.

Interestingly, this hypothetical puts al-Hamadhani’s motivations for choosing as his pro-
tagonist a raggedly-dressed trickster instead of an elegant, respected, and educated person in
perspective. The negative impressions of the audience are the trickster’s best assets, which
work against the audience to surprise them and obtain the reward from them. The utility in this
lies in the remoteness of the expectation: that Abi al-‘Ibar’s or the trickster’s claim to elo-
quence is far-fetched. In this sense, Sahl ibn Hartin says that people

are pre-disposed to glorify the strange and [find] the remote amusing. They do not ex-
press the same opinion or exhibit the same fancy for what is immediate, current, and
under their command as they do that which is abnormal and in the possession of others.
... It is in this manner that [people] fancy that which comes to them and leave for that

which departs from them.

28 On Abii al-‘Tbar’s strange performances, see Geert Jan van Gelder, “Fools and Rogues in
Discourse and Disguise: Two Studies,” in Sensibilities of the Islamic Mediterranean, edited by
Robin Ostle (London: I.B. Tauris,2008), 27-58.

2% Abii al-‘Tbar acted as a clown, dressing up in peculiar ways, such as wearing a fur hat mid-
summer, or appearing at court with a slipper on his head, two hoods on his feet, a shirt wearing
a shirt as trousers and trousers as a shirt. 1bid, 34.
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The valuable quality of gharib lies in its unexpectedness, uniqueness, and unattainability. It is
found, fundamentally, in human nature, which gravitates towards the strange, the remote, and
the farfetched, i.e., the gharib. In addition to the aforementioned motivations of engaging with
the gharib, that is to say, an intellectual motivation that satisfies curiosity and a material one
that highlights distinction and brings money and fame, Sahl ibn Hartin’s explanation highlights
the psychological implications of people’s motivations to engage with, or in this case gravitate
toward, the gharib. Sahl ibn Hartn links it to an innate fascination with that which one cannot
have, or that which one did not expect to receive. The more remote and rarer the object is, the
greater the curiosity and desire it provokes. It is no wonder, therefore, that some poets went
out of their way to fill their verses with gharib vocabulary, to the point of putting the people
responsible for its transmission in a lamenting state, as the Umayyad poet Ruqay‘ al-Walibi>!

boasted. He says:
In my life, some Odes worn and others lasted
Their remoteness costed reciters ransoms and tears®?

IO TR+ e c
s 3550 (S s 3
To the reciters, who are supposed to learn the poem by heart, recite it in public and annual fairs,
transmit it to future generations, and also “correct, polish up or even embellish the verses of
their masters,”*® gharib is a liability if not a punishment. To the poet, in contrast, strange vo-
cabulary constitutes a tool to provoke and stimulate reaction. Ruqay* al-Walibi is not concerned

with the fate of his verses and does not seem to care if they are forgotten or remembered. What

30 Al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-tabyin, edited by ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harin, vol. 1, 8" ed.
(Cairo: al-Khanji, 1998), 89-90.

81 Ruqay* al-Walibi is an unknown poet from the Umayyad period, who is said to have lived
during Mu‘awiya’s reign (41-60/661-680). It seems he was living away from the city and re-
mained close to his tribe, Asad. See Hammaudi al-Qaysi, “Ruqay * al-Walibi: Hayatuh wa-ma
tabaqqa min shi ‘rih,” in al-Majma * al- ‘Iim7 al- lragt, n. 3 (September 1985), 143-167.

32 “Rugay*” in Abii Ghalib Muhammad ibn al-Mubarak ibn Maymiin al-Baghdadi, Muntaha
al-talab min ash‘ar al-‘Arab (Akbar mustadrak ‘ald dawawin al-shi'r al-qadima), ed.
Muhammad Mustafa Mahmud Zahran, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyah, 2008), 832.

33 Jacobi, Renate, “Rawi,” in EI2.
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matters to him is that those that are remembered bring tears to the eyes of the people responsible
for keeping them alive, no matter how cryptic the verses are made by the gharib.

Similar to Abti Tammam and Ruqgay‘ al-Walibi, al-HarirT composed numerous cryptic
magamat that caused readers to experience dire labor for the purpose of deciphering them. Al-
Sharishi, for instance, at the end of his commentary on a lipogram-based magama in which
undotted and dotted letters alternate (M26), addresses the reader with the following words:

Now that we have finished the commentary on this epistle, despite its difficulty, we
would like to apologize to those who will consult its commentary for the difficulty
therein. ... There is no doubt that the commentator on such an epistle endures as much
hardship as its composer, in that he dives deep to reach for those remote metaphors,
and he seeks to show the meaning in the utmost clarity, while the majority of words are
employed in a fashion indeed obscure, which is an obstacle. He, therefore, does not
arrive at a mediating expression that is connected to the meaning and not so remote
from the form [of the original] only after some effort. This is my excuse regarding this
epistle, al-Ragta’, and the two before, al-Qahqgariyya and al-Khayfa’. | am not aware
of anyone who commented on them or made it far into them as | have done. How amaz-
ing is its author! He could only compose it after mastering all fields of language.
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Al-Sharishi, though acknowledging the difficulty of the task, puts forth a remarkable testi-
mony. Apologizing for the difficulty of his commentary, al-Sharishi notes the little control he
has over what could go in the commentary, owing to the virtual impossibility of sounding the
depths of the original. He is, nonetheless, in awe of the magamat’s author and his ability to
compose texts that are rich in gharib. In this case, gharib serves both the author and the reader.
On the one hand, it demonstrates al-Hariri’s superior talent, mastery of language, and the ability

to instigate ambiguity in interpretation and cause feelings of powerlessness in his readers. On

34 Al-Sharishi, Sharh, Vol. 11, 306-7.
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the other, it asserts the commentator’s unique intellectual prowess and unmatched ability to
decipher codes and explain complicated compositions. In this sense, gharib enhances the status
of the commentator and makes his “mediating expressions” as important as those of the original
author.

The forgoing has highlighted the utility of using gharib vocabulary for the artist (i.e., he
seeks reward, distinction, and fame he can obtain from using gharib vocabulary) and the effect
of that on the audience/reader (i.e., he offers reward, and appreciates the novelty, or enters a
state of lamenting). Conversely, al-Sharishi’s words highlight the perspective of the
reader/commentator as a mediator between the author and his reader audience. His statement
is proof that the addressees of texts in which the gharib imposes ambiguity are indeed thrilled
to take part in the intellectual labor, even if that causes them distress and helplessness. The
more ambiguous and rarer the vocabulary is, the more thrill and gain the reader extracts, which
the commentator is then able to furnish as proof, to win praise, for only a master in language
can understand another.

The magama genre, to a certain extent through the Hamadhaniyya and more evidently
through the Haririyya, demonstrates a paradigm of cooperation between the receiver of ambi-
guity and its composer. By putting the trickster, who composes ambiguity, together with the
narrator, who stands for the receiving end and is a mediator for the reader, al-HarirT constructs
them as cooperating agents, who appreciate the gharib and the ambiguity, just as al-Sharishi
does. To the narrator, they provide a riddle to solve, an opportunity to shine, learn, and discover
the identity of the trickster, all aspects that provide the reader with entertainment. To the trick-

ster, they are a tool to escape punishment, make money, and teach the literati a lesson.

III. Abi Zayd al-SartjT as the Incarnation of Gharib Lexicon

Al-Harith ibn Hammam, the narrator of the Haririyya, usually begins each episode by stating
the motivations behind his travels and the goal he wants to reach. The opening takes different
forms, employing language differently each time. Underneath this variety, however, the moti-
vations of each converge at one point: meeting the source of linguistic curiosities, Abt Zayd
al-Sartiji. Ibn Hammam starts al-Magama al-Marwiyya, for instance, as follows:
It had become dear to me ever since my foot moved and my pen sputtered, to take
literary learning for my roadway and the kindling of my torch thereat for my pursuit.
Accordingly, I furrowed out its doctors and the treasures of its mysteries, and when |
had found of them [such as are] the desire of the seeker, and the burning log to light

one’s fire from, I clutched with my hand his stirrup, and beseeched him for a dole from
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out his hoard. Withal I met none that equaled the Serdji in the abundant shower of his
clouds ... save that he used to wander abroad faster than the proverb, and swifter than
the moon in her changes, wherefore from longing to encounter him, and from my de-
light in joining his assemblies, | was eager for peregrination, and found enjoyment in
travel which is part of the [infernal] torment.®
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These words echo those of al-Khattabi, Abti ‘Ubayd, Sahl ibn Hartin, and al-Sharishi. The
narrator is fascinated with the bird of passage, Abi Zayd al-Sariji, and seeks to find him. This
is to decrease the distance between them and experience al-Sariji’s trickeries first-hand. To
reach al-Sartji’s gharib (strange), ibn Hammam becomes a gharib (a stranger). This recalls the
quest of philologists to seek gharib vocabulary in remote areas. The trickster is comparably
remote and unreachable. He is desirable and a source of agony for the narrator. Throughout the
Haririyya, al-Sartiji abandons, deceives, and hurts the narrator, yet the latter continues to pur-
sue him obsessively, to have access to his knowledge of vocabulary and his compositions (see
Chapter 8).
In the preface of his recent adaptation of the Magamat, Michael Cooperson attempts to
clarify the narrator’s obsessive pursuit of the trickster as follows:
The narrator, al-Harith ibn Hammam, begins many of the routines by telling us that he
went to one town or another in search of some inspiring oratory. This quest appears
insufficiently motivated unless we read it as a thwarted reflex of a spiritual search. In
late antique Egypt, Christians would journey into the desert in search of holy men, and
when they found them, would say, “Give me a word,” meaning a memorable summa-
tion of some spiritual precept. This is the sort of word al-Harith is looking for, even if

he calls it adab... Naturally enough, he is drawn to the shabby, hermit-like figure he

3 Al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 90.
3 Abti Muhammad al-Qasim ibn Alf al-Hariri, Kitab Magamat al-Hariri (Cairo: al-Matba‘a
al-Husayniyya, 1929), 416-417.
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sees haranguing crowds all over the world. And indeed, Abii Zayd is always up to the

task of saying whatever needs to be said as eloquently as possible.®’
Interpreting al-Harith ibn Hammam’s pursuit of al-SarjT as a quest for “the word” is indeed
valid. In his encounters with the trickster, the narrator learns vocabulary, speeches, verses, and,
generally speaking, adab. Even when he is quite miserable and hungry, Ibn Hammam insists
on having words and ignores his basic needs. In al-Magama al-Ragta’, for instance, al-Saraji
asks the starving narrator, “Which is more pleasing to thee, that I should share with thee of the
gift, or present thee with the spotted address?” Ibn Hammam answers, “The dictation of the
address will be more pleasing to me.”*® Not only does the preoccupation with words in the
Haririyya supersede any physical needs, it supersedes spiritual needs, too. The moment al-
Sartiji decides to repent and find the path to God, the narrator immediately loses his interest in
him and stops pursuing him. As al-Sardji starts to pursue what has hitherto been strange to him,
i.e., God, he renders his feature as a gharib to the narrator obsolete.

Therefore, the disinterest the narrator develops in al-Sartji in the fiftieth magama is not
directly due to al-Sariji’s spiritual choice, but rather to his abandoning of ambiguity and
strangeness. Once he repents, al-Sarji stops his journey and returns to his homeland. He stops
being remote, chameleon-like, and uncatchable, limiting his movements to a predictable, re-
peating journey between the mosque and his house. Al-SarijT also abandons all the different
kinds of tricks, styles, masks, and compositions and limits himself to one single literary genre:
wa z or exhortation. In other words, al-Sartiji abandons adab and strangeness and substitutes
them with the true and singular word of God. Had al-Harith ibn Hammam been interested in
the “word,” in its spiritual sense, he would have stayed with al-Sar@iji at the end of the
Haririyya. The fact that he is only interested in the gharib and the novelty that al-Sarj1 brings,
in the linguistic sense, drives him away, because his motivation to pursue that which is remote,
farfetched, gharib no longer exists.

The implication here is that al-Sartji’s name is synonymous with strangeness in the
Haririyya. Ion Hammam’s encounter with a group of travelers, immediately before traveling
to Sartj as part of his quest to find the trickster illustrates this link. Ibn Hammam asks:

“Is there any strange news?” Quoth they: “Indeed, we have news stranger than the
‘Anka and more marvellous than the sight of Zarka.” So I asked them for explanation

of what they said... Then they told me that they had made a halt at Sarj, after the wild

37 Cooperson, “Introduction,” in Impostures, Xxvii.
38 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 264.
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asses® had left it, and had seen there its renowned Abii Zayd, who had donned the wool

cloth, and was leading the rows of the praying.”*

IS 83N IS e aae s ol (ge o2 ) AT Lidie &) 1518 18 32 35534 (e A"
O 38 s Sl a3y Ul 5158 g slal) L85l (of aes g i 15801 gl 1 R S8 L iy
41 (o glall

A remarkable coincidence indeed. It is enough to ask in the most general terms about “strange
news,” to learn of the one thing for which the narrator is searching: the trickster. Out of all the
possible strange news and anecdotes circulating and being exchanged between random travel-
ers, al-Sariji’s repentance is the first one to arise. Whether Ibn Hammam asks about news of
al-Sardji specifically, or strange news in general, the answer will be the same, because there is
no gharib but al-Sartyji in the magamat. When he stops being a gharib, linguistically and spa-
tially (see Part 111), and abandons his strangeness and strangerhood, the narrative stops.

Conclusion

Al-HarirT wrote his Magamat in a context that admired and cherished strangeness and ambigu-
ity. In his episodes, he develops the character of the trickster, whom al-Hamadhani created a
century before, and makes him the personification of (1) gharib vocabulary and (2) the power
it exerted and the appeal it had for the literati during his time. As for the narrator, his journeys
and adventures prove to him, as a lettered man, the absurdity of his pursuit. In al-Magama al-
Bakriyya, al-Sar(ji concisely summarizes the message of the Haririyya as follows: “Know that
adorned speeches satisfy not him who is a-hunger*? (inna al-asja " la tushbi  man ja).*®
Al-Hamadhant’s trickster is less ambiguous and less cruel than his successor. He enter-
tains more than he creates riddles, uses gharib moderately (as Chapter 5 will show), and never
deceives his companion. Compared to him, al-Sartji is a problematic figure: he is constantly
moving, changing, deceiving, and shows no empathy for the narrator. Al-Sartji adopts the vo-
cabulary of the Bedouins, the jargon of scholars, and the vulgar words of beggars, forcing his

audience to rise to his level of linguistic erudition, to understand his words and tricks. Al-

39 According to Preston, the word ‘/j is constantly applied to the enemies of Islam; (probably
in its sense ‘a wild ass’), as a term of abuse. It also means ‘a religious proselyte’.” Preston,
Makamat, 468.

%0 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 181-182.

41 al-Hariri, Magamat, 594.

42 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.

43 al-Hariri, Magamat, 494.
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Sariiji’s challenge is similar to that Abi Tammam raised,** in that he asks, “Why can’t you
understand the words that I compose?” Indeed, the narrator fails more often than not to under-

stand the trickster. When he does, he does so only at the expense of great mental effort.

4 al-Sali, The Life and Times, 81.
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Chapter 5

The Making of the Haririyya’s Language

In the previous chapter, I argued that Abu Zayd al-SartijT personifies rare vocabulary and that
pursuing him and seeking his linguistic knowledge is comparable to the quest for gharib that
scholars carried out in the early premodern period. This chapter attempts to trace the origins of
the Haririyya’s lexical and literary choices, meaning the narrator’s relentless pursuit of rare
and gharib words and the trickster’s role as a representative of this strange vocabulary. Reading
the use of gharib in Haririyya against the backdrop of the history of gharib collection in the
Arabic literary context, and comparing it to the magama genre as was established by al-
Hamadhanti, I argue that gharib vocabulary in the Haririyya partly reflects the genre’s preoc-
cupations as established by its first creator, and partly expresses al-Harir1’s criticism of his
literary context and the educated class, particularly in their incessant quest to collect the gharib.

To foreground this argument, | discuss two lexical quests that preceded the magama
genre and informed its themes. First, there is the effort of collecting the Bedouin’s vocabulary
during the period of “data collection® (2/8» to 3¢/ 9» century), then seeking the secret words
of the Bant Sasan which began in the 3¢/9* century. Second, | examine several magamat by
al-Hamadhani and the reception of his first readers to demonstrate that rare vocabulary and
strange language were a crucial part of the magama genre since its first appearance. Finally, 1
refer to al-Hariri’s three works which all exhibit the same tendency to critique the educated
class, to show that he builds on the legacy of al-Hamadhani and his use of strangeness to con-

demn the literati of his time.

|. The Pursuit of the Pure Informant
1. Why?

The period between the second/eighth century and the first half of the third/ninth century was
a data-collection period, referred to in Arabic as ‘asr al-tadwin or jam ‘ al-lugha. During this
time, scholars headed to distant and secluded deserts to gather words, expressions, and poetry

directly from the mouths of reliable and “pure” informants. As a consequence of this quest,

! This is how Ramzi Baalbaki refers to the period of collecting linguistic and literary material
from Bedouins in 2"9/8" and 3"/ 9™ centuries (see below).
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classical poetry,? amthal (idioms), ghartb, homonyms, synonyms, contronyms, and thematic
lexicons were collected,® giving birth to several disciplines, including lexicography, grammar,
history, and literary criticism. The motivations for this quest are disputed. Some argue that the
search was conducted for sacred reasons, meaning to understand and clarify the word of God
and his prophet.* Kees Versteegh, for instance, argues that “the first scholarly activities in Islam
concentrated on the text of the Qur’an, which had to be transmitted and explained.”® Ramzi
Baalbaki similarly claims that “it is virtually impossible in the period which precedes the writ-
ing of linguistic treatises to separate between philological activity and interest in studying the
Qur’anic text.”® The number of books on rare vocabulary in the Qur’an and the adith tradition,
usually entitled gharib al-hadith and gharib al-Qur’an, attest to the validity of this opinion.

Thomas Bauer challenges this opinion and attributes it to the contemporary academic
tendency for “Islamizing Islam,”’” meaning understanding premodern Arabic literature, poetry,
and language in religious terms, without trying to separate the worldly from the spiritual, and
the sacred from the secular. Arguing for the latter motivations, Bauer enumerates the following
reasons for collecting language:

1. an antiquarian interest directed at the conservation of knowledge on the material cul-
ture of ancient Arabia.

2. a literary interest that strives for the right understanding of ancient Arabic literature,
first of all poetry.

3. alanguage-cultivating interest that is concerned with the formation and implementation
of a standardized, homogeneous, and efficient language of administration and scholar-
ship.

4.  aplayful interest fuelled by a fascination with the structure of the lexicon, which leads

to investigating the relations between words and meanings in ever new forms.®

2 According to Beatrice Gruendler, “What we now term ‘classical’ meant either pre-Islamic or
early Islamic verse composed until the end of the Umayyad period in 750.” Beatrice Gruendler,
The Rise of the Arabic Book (Cambridge & London: Harvard Press, 2020), 37.

3 Baalbaki, Ramzi, “Lexicography, Arabic,” in EI3.

4 Juynboll, G.H.A., “Tadwin,” in EI2.

® Kees Versteegh, The Arabic Language, 53.

® Baalbaki, The Arabic Lexicographical Tradition, 1.

" Bauer, “Islamization of Islam,” in A Culture of Ambiguity, 129-150.

8 Ibid, 159.
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These reasons were indeed valid and important, yet they do not contradict that religious moti-
vations were also a factor. Insisting on the secular alone, Bauer undermines his argument con-
cerning “premoderns’ training in ambiguity,” which implies the coexistence of sacred, anti-
quarian, and playful reasons.

Curiosity, playfulness, reward, and the need to understand religious discourse indeed co-
existed. An account about Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri® (d. 124/742), one of the pioneers of hadith
collection, goes as follows:

‘Abd al-Rahman, son of Abu Zinad, reports from his father, “I used to travel with Ibn
Shihab al-Zuhr1 while he is carrying wooden slates and paper.” He said, “we [hadith
collectors] used to laugh at him.” In another account, he says, “we used to write halal
and haram, while Ibn Shihab wrote everything he heard. When it was needed, | knew
he was the most knowledgeable among people.*°
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This testimony compares a scholar who stays within the limits of his research as a hadith col-
lector (halal and haram) and another who records everything available out of curiosity and
foresight for its future utility. The acuity of Ibn Shihab’s foresight is here proven because the
intellectual and cultural “need” was indeed larger than the need for preserving the religion and
its book. The expression “lammd uhtija ilayh” (when he was needed) demonstrates that the
permissible (halal) and the forbidden (haram) were required alone in the beginning then fol-
lowed by a wider need for other material. The nature and scope of the quest changed, therefore,
outgrowing its initial motivation during Abu Zinad’s lifetime (d. 130/748), meaning that the
wider need for language, poetry, and gharib emerged, if not immediately,!* shortly afterward.

Similar to Ibn Shihab, Abi ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam (d. 248) composed one of the

first lexicons on Gharib al-hadith and spent thirty years of his life collecting vocabulary on

madness, cowardness, trickery, human body parts, family trees, and short people,? all under

® On this remarkable figure, see Michael Lecker, “Biographical notes on Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri,”
in Journal of Semitic Studies, 41 (1996), 21-63.

10 Quoted by Sabah ‘Ali al-Bayyati, al-Sahwa: Rihlati ila al-thagalayn, (N.C.: Ahl al-Bayt
World Assembly, N.D.), 320.

1 See ‘Abbas’s anecdote in the previous chapter.

12 See the table of content in Abdi ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam, al-Gharib al-musannaf; edited
by Ramadan ‘Abd al-Tawwab, (Port Said: ath-Thaqafiyya al-Diniyya,1989), 399-400.
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the patronage of kings and wealthy men (see previous chapter). Both the secular and the sacred
quest were rewarded handsomely, driving more and more scholars to faraway deserts to find
informants who had not yet been influenced by the demographic changes of the city, which
were affecting the day-to-day language people used.

2. Who?

To qualify as a reliable informant, the Bedouins had to (1) have lived in secluded places, far
away from non-Arabs, and their “corrupting” presence on “correct usage”;* (2) they had to
rely on saliga (natural disposition), meaning to be illiterate and ignorant of any jargon; (3) they
had to have insisted on using their dialect and have rejected to alter it, even if they had been
asked to; (4) they had to be using an elevated form of Arabic, characterized by a high degree
of precision in word choice, an astounding ability to generate rhymes, and an overwhelming
disposition to use gharib (strange) vocabulary, which other speakers hardly ever used.!*

To remain “pure,” the Bedouin informants had to conceal their familiarity with the writ-
ten word, to ensure his trustworthiness from the accusation of literacy “innaka lataktub!” (You
do know how to write!). Dhii al-Rumma (d. 117/735), for instance, pleaded with Hammad al-
Rawiya (d. 155/772) to conceal his secret (uktum ‘alayya) and reassured his interlocutor that
although he liked those letters and they stuck to his memory, he never wrote them with his own
hand (thabatat fi qalbt wa-lam takhuttaha yadi).*® The reliable informant had, therefore, to
keep the opposite profile of that of the educated urban scholar who was following him; he had
to demonstrate that his natural predisposition (zab ‘) is unobscured by education or disruptive
language.

The fascination with collecting gharib vocabulary spread among patrons (see the previ-
ous chapter), philologists, and Bedouins. Seeing opportunity in this market, Bedouins forged
terms to increase their price, regulating their production of vocabulary to the purchasing power

of the collectors,® taking a counter-journey to settle in the city (e.g., Baghdad, Basra, Kiifa),*’

13 For a thorough assessment of which tribes were chosen for data collection, see Kees Ver-
steegh, “Arabic in the Pre-Islamic Period,” in The Arabic Language, 2" ed. (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University press, 2001), 37-53.

14 Baalbaki, The Arabic, 7-16.

15 See al-Siili, Adab al-katib, edited by Muhammad Bahja al-Athari & Mahmiid Shuk: al-
Alsi, (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Salafiyya, 1922).

16 Régis Blachére, “Les savants Iragiens et leurs informateurs bédouins aux Ile-1Ve siécles de
I’Hégire,” in Analecta, (Damas: L’Ifpo, 1975), 60-2.

17 According to Baalbaki tens or hundreds of Bedouins settled in the city to be accessible to
philologists. See Baalbaki, The Arabic Lexicography, 18.
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and even becoming philologists and scholars themselves.'® As for philologists, they spent dec-

ades in the desert recording words'® and experiencing all sorts of discomforts and strangerhood

to achieve their goal. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) disapprovingly describes the quest for vocabu-

lary as follows:
How many enquiring [scholars] have met only labor, with the reward of many travers-
ing the earth being the return! They wander through nations and benefit the enemy,
severing kinship bonds, and losing their children. They endure harsh strangerhood,
lengthy bachelorhood, crude food, and slovenliness. They retire to mosques [at night]
and use the moon as a lamp. They eat sparsely and their night rest is treacherous. Their
concern is to collect but not to comprehend, preferring orders over [foundational] texts,
oddities over norms, and abundantly accumulating [famous] names. They then return
as they left, having gained nothing but a heap of treatises that burden their backs but
teach them nothing.?°
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Ibn Qutayba’s characterization might be an exaggeration, aiming at highlighting the contradic-

tion between abundantly collecting vocabulary and the lack of order and careful study of the

material, which is counterproductive. This miserable portrait of the collector and his journey,

in other words, legitimize Ibn Qutayba’s composition of yet another book on gharib, and pro-

vides him with a crucial role: that of the one who is going to bring order and sense to a randomly

collected material. It is a typical attitude with premodern authors to clarify in their exordiums

the importance and necessity of yet another book in any genre, which only they can write, and

to emphasize the need that produces it.?! Tbn Qutayba’s aims and intentions aside, his words

18 Baalbaki mentions a certain Abii al-Bayda’ al-Riyahi, who moved to Basra and taught boys
for a fee. Ibid, 21.

19T mean here Nadr ibn Shumayl who spent forty years in the desert. See al-Anbari, Nuzhat al-
alibba’ fi tabagat al-udaba’, edited by Ibrahim al-Samarra’1, 3" ed. (Zarga: al-Manar, 1985),
73.

20 |bn Qutayba, Gharib al-hadith, edited by. ‘ Abdallah al-Jabbiirt (Baghdad: Maktabat al- ‘Anf,
1977), 147-8.

21 Kilita compares different premodern prologues and focalises through the ways authors em-
phasize the general urgent need for their books. A similar example to Ibn Qutayba’s above
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do capture the fascination during his time with linguistic novelty and oddity, and the obvious
discrepancy between the pains of collecting linguistic material and the thrill of discovering the
unfamiliar. Realizing this discrepancy is perhaps the reason behind Abu ‘Amr ibn al-"Ala’’s
(d. c. 154-6/770-2) burning of all the fascicles of information he obtained from the Bedouins,
which were said to have filled an entire room in his house.??

The search, however, was not always as miserable and painful as Ibn Qutayba describes.
Next to sleepless nights and laborious journeys, there was also an entertaining aspect to en-
counters between the collector and his informant. The palpable difference between the scholar
and the Bedouin was that the first belonged to an urban sphere, and was educated, curious, and
privileged, whereas the second belonged to a rural sphere, was illiterate, and accustomed to
harsh conditions. Nevertheless, this resulted in a large corpus of anecdotes that blend miscom-
munication and humor. For instance, a Bedouin listening to a gathering of grammarians and
linguists feels “confused and skeptical” (hara wa- ‘ajaba, wa-atraqga wa-waswasa) of the meta-
language. Accordingly, he interrupts them saying, “I see that you are addressing our language
in our language, with a language that is not ours” (arakum tatakallamiin bi-kalamina fi
kalamina bi-ma laysa fi kalamind).> The gap between these two languages and two figures is
dramatized later in the magama genre, through the narrator whose sole motive in the journey
is to pursue adab, and through the trickster whose only capital is his words. The material of the
latter, however, is not limited to she-camels, horses, and deserts, for he belongs to the Bant
Sasan tribe, which makes him a connoisseur, by genealogy, of a transgressive and obscene

language.

I1. The Pursuit of the Transgressive Informant

In the same century (3+¢/9") interest in the Bedouin’s vocabulary started to fade, but another
vocabulary started to attract the attention of the educated literati. The new vocabulary was
neither rare, pure, nor eloquent. On the contrary, it represented the base and the obscene, which
a section of the population used on a day-to-day basis. The source of this lexicon was the low

classes, the uneducated masses, and the tribe of the Banu Sasan.

statement is that in Ibn Manzar’s preface of Lisan al- ‘Arab, in which he describes his dictionary
as the arc of Noah that can save all humans from drowning in linguistic mistakes. See Kilita,
“Namudhaj,” in al-Adab wa-I-irtiyab (Casablanca: Toubgal, 2007), 5-16.

22 Asmaa Afsaruddin, “Abd ‘Amr b. al-‘Ala’,” in EI3.

23 AI-Qifti, Inbah al-ruwah ‘ald anbah al-nuhah, edited by Muhammad Abii al-Fadl Ibrahim,
Vol. II (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr, 1982), 42.
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1. Collecting Daily Words and Curses

Several playful and humorist figures in premodern adab adopted transgressive vocabulary and
collected all kinds of odd and rare lexicons. The Abbasid poet Abi al-‘Ibar, for instance, com-
piled Kitab Jami‘ al-hamagat wa-hawrt al-raga ‘at (Compendium of Foolishnesses and Con-
tainer of Sillinesses).?* He describes his peculiar way of collecting material as follows:
| wake up early and sit at the bridge with pen and paper, and | write all that | hear from
the speech of those who come and go, the boatmen and the watercarriers until I fill both
sides of the paper. Then I cut it in half and paste it the other way and get speech that is
unparalleled in its folly.”?®
Abt al-‘Ibar’s morning routine can be interpreted as a parody of the methods of the data-col-
lection period. Instead of heading to the distant desert, he goes to the bridge where water meets
land. His “informants” are not secluded or foreign, but rather near, common, and constantly on
the move. Their vocabulary is not rare or learned, but hurried, vulgar, and quotidian. Instead
of recording the words authentically, Abi al-‘Ibar shuffles them to erase meaning and reduce
them to random sounds. Parodying the philologists, Abi al-‘Ibar embarks on a journey to con-
tradict them: he seeks informants, records /akn (solecism) and common vocabulary, and rear-
ranges his corpus to sound “foolish” and incongruous.

A century later, specifically in the Buyid era (320-454/ 932-1062), “the prophet of su-
khf2 and the “Imam of libertinism” (fi al-mujin imam),?’ 1bn al-Hajjaj (d. 391/1001) follows
the same method, with some adjustments, to collect his material. He narrates:

What facilitated my method was that my father sold plots [of land] adjacent to his
houses to people who demolished them and turned them into lodges that housed beg-
gars, base strangers, handicapped mendicants, menial workers, servants, and lackadai-
sical people. During summer nights, I listened to men and women among them cursing

back and forth on the roofs. Equipped with blank paper and writing utensils, | recorded

24 Yaqiit is the only biographer who mentions this book in Abi al-‘Ibar’s biographical entry.
See Yaqut, Irshad, vol. V, 2298.

25 Quoted by al-Isbahani, al-Aghani, Vol. XXIII, 146 [Antoon’s translation]. For an interesting
reading of Abu al-‘Ibar’s writing rituals, see Kilitd, “Abu al- ‘Ihar wa-l-samaka,” in al-Hikaya
wa-I-ta 'wil, (Casablanca: Toubgal, 1988), 45-58.

26 [T am] a man who claims prophethood in sukhf ...Who dares to doubt prophets? (rajul
vadda T al-nubuwwa fi al-sukhf... wa-man dha yashukku fi al-anbiya’). See al-Tha‘alibi,
Yatimat al-dahr, 37 [S. Antoon’s translation].

21 Al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-l-wafayat, edited by Ahmad al-Arna’iit and Turki Mustafa, vol XII,
(Beirut: Dar IThya’ al-Turath, 2000), 205.
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what | heard. When | came across something that | did not understand, I transcribed it
the way | heard it, then summoned the following day the person from whom I had heard
it—I knew their voices, they were my neighbors—to request the explanation and record
it. I remained the Asma ‘T of that region for a while.
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Unlike Abi al-‘Ibar who recorded random words from passers-by, 1bn al-Hajjaj was far more
attentive, choosing to engage with his material and informants. He focused on foul language,
took note of every voice’s identity, and enlisted the help of the people to clarify obscure mean-
ing. In contrast to Abii al-‘Ibar, who chose morning time to record his words, Ibn al-Hajjaj
chose summer nights, because curses and transgressive language are more likely to occur
among people that chose to be active at night. Abi al-'Ibar sought noises, his informants were
in transit; 1bn al-Hajjaj longed for intimate insults that were exchanged inside the homes of
beggars, base strangers, etc., and in night gatherings.

Contrary to the philologist who went to the far desert, and Abi al-‘Ibar who went every
day to the bridge, Ibn al-Hajjaj remained in the comfort of his house and the words came to his
ears. His informants were vulgar and loud and all he had to do was eavesdrop. Facing incom-
prehensible terms, 1bn al-Hajjaj does not move to seek clarification but “summons” the inform-
ant to his place. The hierarchy is clear and inflexible. The interest in the base and vulgar does
not entail movement in space nor requires mingling with low classes.?® Despite the absence of
the journey and the change of the vocabulary, Ibn al-Hajjaj describes his corpus as an extension
of the data-collection period, putting himself as the successor of the eminent lexicographer al-

Asma‘T (d. 213/ 828). The veracity of this account cannot be ascertained, but it highlights the

28 al-Safadi, al-Wafi, vol. XIl, 206.

29 Despite this obvious hierarchy, 1bn al-Hajjaj was praised by both the elite and the common-
ers. The first saw in his poetry an occasion to “take a peek and mock the inability of these
nameless characters,” and the second found it fascinating to hear their own expressions, curses,
and sense of humour in the poetry of the elite”. Sinan Antoon, The Poetics of the Obscene in
Premodern Arabic Poetry 1bn al-Hajjaj and Sukhf (New Y ork: Palgrave and Macmillan, 2014),
132.
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engagement of certain individuals with aspects of the original quest for language, repurposing

them for the sake of parody.

2. Collecting Argot

The informants whom Ibn al-Hajjaj describes as “beggars, base strangers, handicapped mendi-
cants, menial workers, servants, and lackadaisical people,” shared a designation that brought
them all together: the sons of Sasan or Bani Sasan. Two different accounts explain this appel-
lation:
One states that Sasan was the son of the ancient Persian ruler Bahman b. Esfandiar, but,
being displaced from the succession, took to a wandering life and gathered round him
other vagabonds, thus forming the “sons of Sasan.” Another explanation says that the
Persian nation as a whole took to begging and vagabondage after the Arab conquest of
the 1st/7th century and excited pity by claiming to be descendants of the dispossessed
Sasanian house.*°
Banii Sasan were a multi-ethnic group who made up a social group that did not rely on kinship
or tribal ties. This group united people who practiced all sorts of menial crafts, such as enter-
tainers, drummers, Qur an-reciting beggars, fortune-tellers, monkey trainers, magicians, land
surveyors, mosque supervisors, and dues collectors.3! They were outlaws, marginalized group
whose main income depended on their ability to perform. According to al-Ahnaf al- ‘Ukbari (d.
385/995), they were the new sa ‘alik (brigand poets), who used anecdotes and adab instead of
weapons (hum al-sa ‘alik illa annahum ‘adalii ‘an al-silah il al-akhbar wa-1-nutaf).>?

The language of Ban Sasan was “a mixed language that they called Sin and that outsid-
ers called “the language of the Strangers.”® Evidence for a fascination with their language is
attested throughout the premodern era, in works such as al-Jawbart’s (fl. 13/1216-17 and
646/1248) remarkable guide to trickery, Kashf al-asrar wa-hatk al-astar (The Book of Charla-
tans), composed in the 7+/13 century, Safi al-Din al-Hilli’s (d. 749/1349) al-Qasida al-
Sasaniyya, composed during the 8/ 14 century, and Ibn Daniyal’s (d. 710/1310) shadow play

30 Bosworth, The Medieval Islamic, 22-24.

81 Kristina Richardson, Roma in the Medieval Islamic World (London: I.B. Tauris, 2022), 15-
17.

32 al-Ahnaf al-‘Ukbari, quoted by Ahmad al-Husin, “al-Ahnaf al- Ukbari: Sha ‘ir al-mukaddin
wa-l-mutasawwilin,” in al-Turath al- ‘Arabi, n. 96 (December 2004), 219.

3 Kristina L. Richardson, “Invisible Strangers or Romani History Reconsidered,” in History
of the Present, n.10 (October 2020), 188.
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‘Ajtb wa-Gharib (The Amazing Preacher and the Stranger), in which the main character iden-
tifies as one of the Banii Sasan who was forced into exile. Ibn Daniyal’s language is so specific
to Banii Sasan to the point of being described as the only writer who challenged al-Har1r1’s
position as “the most artistic and difficult Arabic writer.”3

The oldest interest in the vocabulary of Bant Sasan figures in al-Jahiz’s al-Bukhala’,
specifically in the account of Khalid ibn Yazid (see Chapter 9). The preoccupation with their
vocabulary reaches its climax during the time of al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad (d. 385/995).%° Unlike
the collectors mentioned above, Ibn ‘Abbad did not travel to his informants nor eavesdrop on
them. He hired people from the tribe of Bant Sasan to record their slang argot and teach it to
him. Al-Tha‘alibi recounts that al-Sahib used to proudly recite al-Ahnaf al- ‘Ukbari’s Munakat
Bani Sasan,®® and that he commissioned Abii Dulaf al-Khazraji (d. end of 4%/10" century) to
emulate the Munakat and compose a similar ode containing more of Banii Sasan’s argot (see
chapter 9).

In al-Qasida al-Sasaniyya,®’ as al-Tha‘alibi describes it, Abii Dulaf “mentiones the bag-
gers, and makes people aware of their different subdivisions and their various practices.”%
Besides the opening (1-24) and concluding (161-196) verses which address the theme of
strangerhood or ghurba,® all the other verses (135 out of 196) enumerate the different kinds

of beggars and their tricks. The display opens as follows:

We are the beggars’ brotherhood, and no one denies us our lofty pride.

34 “If al-Harir until then had been considered as the most artistic and difficult Arabic writer,
Ibn Daniyal challenges him for this position. It needs far greater effort to understand him as we
have no commentaries on him and the rare words, he uses have not found their way into the
lexicons”. Paul Kahle, “Introduction,” in Three Shadow Plays by Muhammad ibn Daniyal,
(Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust, 1992), 1.

% Montgomery describes the influence of Ibn ‘Abbad on the literary scene as follows: “It is
with the Biiyids and with al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad and Ibn al-Hajjaj, in particular, that sukif mean-
ing “obscenity” became a slogan of the age, characterised by a fascination with the more sordid
aspects of life and society which centred around, and was fuelled by, the interests of Ibn
‘Abbad. His patronage and predilections gave such a fillip to the taste for the obscene that it
became a literary vogue and a social accomplishment.” Montgomery, J.E., “Sukhf,” in EI2.

% al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr, Vol. 11l, 414. Bosworth argues that mundkat is just a mis-
spelling of the word mundaghat, meaning jargon. See Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Under-
world, Vol. I, 158.

3" Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic, 181-290.

38 al-Thaalibi, Yatimat al-dahr, Vol. 111, 414.

39 The structure of the ode, opening and concluding with ghurba, might have inspired the struc-
ture of the maqgamat, which likewise open and conclude with the same motif. Abt Dulaf was a
contemporary of al-Hamadhan, and two of his verses are recited by Abu al-Fath al-Iskandari.
See Section 111.
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They are a diverse group; if you ask me about them, a knowledgeable and experienced
one can give you full information.

Our company includes every person avid for copulation, for vulvas and anuses indiffer-
ently ...

And of our number is the feigned madman and madwoman, with metal charms.*°
The poem is similar in tone to the obscene and transgressive language 1bn al-Hajjaj collected.
It explicitly refers to the reproductive organs and uses sexual references as a tool to shock and
impress. Al-Thaalibi informs us that “the Sahib became very animated and was delighted with
it. He learned it all by heart and rewarded him [Abi Dulaf] generously for it.”** Though al-
Sahib sometime used the promise of reward to entice poets, at times he used force.
Al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023), for example, who left the court resentful and empty-handed*
adopts a different attitude than the one above. He recounts the stories of other informants, who
were not so pleased to work with Ibn ‘Abbad. Among these informants was Abu al-Faraj al-
Sufi al-Baghdadi, who apologizes for complying with Ibn ‘Abbad’s raqa ‘a (silliness) and act-
ing as a fool (fa-ahmaqu lahu sa‘a) while teaching him the secrets of “those who burn them-
selves (ashab al-hurq) and those who wear rags (arbab al-khiraq),” justifying his actions by
the need to feed his numerous children (thagil al-zahr bi-1- ‘iyal).** Al-Tawhidi also recounts
the story of al-Aqta“ al-Kaft from whom Ibn ‘Abbad was learning
the speech of beggars, the jargon of the persistent mendicants, the expressions of the
gamblers and of those who rattle together the two dices, are reduced to a wretched
condition, act in a blasphemous manner, and go around making snorting noises, tearing

up their loincloth and spitting into the air.**
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0 Abu Dulaf al-Khazraji, al-Qasida al-Sasaniyya, in Medieval Underworld, Vol. 11, 192.

41 al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr, Vol. 111, 414.

42 Al-Tawhidi was quite resentful when he left al-Sahib’s court. He says: “If Ibn ‘Abbad has

stopped me from taking his ephemeral money, he cannot stop me from his lasting reputation.

Even if | have left empty-handed, my tongue and pen are [forever] dedicated to bringing him

shame, disgrace, and defamation.”
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See al-Tawhidi, Mathalib al-wazirayn, edited by Ibrahim Kaylani (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr,

1961), 60.

3 Ibid, 188.

4 Ibid, 127-128 [Bosworth’s translation].
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Just as Ibn al-Hajjaj sent for his informants to come to his house, Ibn ‘Abbad summons al-
Aqta“ al-Kiif1, keeps him in his place, and does not permit him to go to his family. The inform-
ant narrates:
If there is no other proof of this man’s [Ibn ‘Abbad’s] madness, his weak faith and
feeble mind, except for his fondness of me, it would be sufficient. For | am a man who
had one of his hands imputed for brigandage, so what do you have to say about a thief
and a gambler? I am a pimp, a sodomite and a fornicator. ... [ have strangled people; I
have slit purses; I have bored into houses to steal from them ... There is not one repre-
hensible action in the whole world which I have not committed, and no foulness which
| have not perpetrated. Despite all of this, he tempts, exhausts, hurts, and forebodes me
from going back home to my wife.*
Even if this account is fabricated and composed for the sake of defaming and seeking revenge,
it demonstrates the fascination with untameable figures in society and shows that the value of
argot lies in its strangeness, rarity, and also in the profile of the informant. Instead of the spatial
and linguistic conditions that gave value to the language of Bedouin (see previous section), the
value of argot lies in the parasitic, transgressive, and obscene nature of its original user. The
ruder and weirder the source was, the more valuable his vocabulary was, and the further the
collector could go in extracting and accumulating material.

There is little difference between Abi al-‘Ibar’s, Ibn al-Hajjaj’s, and al-Sahib Ibn
‘Abbad’s methods. Whether they eavesdropped on curses, collected random words, arrested
informants, or forced them to act like fools, they all parodied the period of data-collection and
shared an obsession with strange and rare vocabulary. Interestingly, the journey to the source
became remarkably short, and the conditions of a reliable informant transformed. However,
the strangeness and exotic nature of the “other,” whether he was a Bedouin or a beggar, re-
mained the same. The magama genre dramatizes the quest for both vocabularies, gharib and
transgressive, by creating two characters: the narrator who resembles all the above collectors
of gharib and argot, and the trickster who is as eloquent as the Bedouin and as ferocious as a

son of Sasan.

5 |bid, 127.
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I11. Al-Hamadhani’s Lexicon

While al-Hariri spent nine years (495-504/ 1101-1110) composing his Magamat, al-
Hamadhani only spent two (382-383/ 992-993).4¢ The period of writing aligns perfectly with
the current claims in the scholarship (see Introduction) that al-Hamadhani’s language is “re-
freshingly simple and straightforward in comparison to al-Hariri’s.”*’ Al-Hamadhani’s
magamat and his first readers prove otherwise. Just like his successor, al-Hamadhani employs
argot, bedouin vocabulary, riddles, lipograms, and badr , meaning that as al-Hamadhani’s work
stands, it does not agree with its characterization as “simple” or “straightforward,” and that
what qualifies al-Hariri’s language as difficult and ambiguous can be traced to inception of

magama genre a century earlier with al-Hamadhani.

1. Al-Hamadhant’s Magamat

In al-Magama al-Jahiziyya, al-Hamadhani criticizes the eminent scholar al-Jahiz through his
trickster Abu al-Fath al-Iskandart as follows:
‘Now the eloquent man is he whose poetry does not detract from his prose and whose
prose is not ashamed of his verse. Tell me, do you know of a single fine poem of Jahiz
[sic]?” We said: ‘No!” He said: ‘Come, let us consider his prose. It consists of far-
fetched allusions, a paucity of metaphors and simple expressions. He is tied down to
the simple language he uses and avoids and shirks difficult words. Have you ever heard
of a rhetorical expression of his or of any recondite words?*
The trickster claims that al-Jahiz does not use rare vocabulary, yet that is not the case in the
account of Khalid ibn Yazid in the Book of Misers, the oldest text that records the “recondite
words” of Bant Sasan. Al-Hamadhani was aware of this text because he emulates it in al-
Magama al-Wasiyya.*® The trickster’s statement is thus an intentional oversight that suggests
several interpretations. Perhaps al-Hamadhant needed to criticize a classical model to provoke

his readers and assert his eminence through controversy. Perhaps, al-Jahiz is inserted in this

46 Prendergast, “Introduction,” 4.

47 Ibid.

48 al-Hamadhani, Magamat Badi‘ al-Zaman, 72.

49 Both texts, Khalid ibn Yazid’s account and M. al-Wasiyya, display two tricksters praising
stinginess to their sons. The most evident proof of the emulation is the repetition of vocative
case “O son of the vile woman” (ya ibn al-khabitha) and “O son of the unlucky woman”
(afahimtha ya ibn al-mash ima?) in the Hamadhaniyya, which matches Khalid ibn Yazid’s
repetitive use of ya ibn al-khabitha.



Essakouti 138

magama as a representative of an old style of writing, in which the words are simple and mean-
ings are accessible, as opposed to the novel styles which employed badi‘, metaphors, rhyme
(saj ), and gharib. Or perhaps, al-Hamadhani refers to al-Jahiz as a counterexample to highlight
the essence of the magama. In other words, unlike al-Jahiz who did not compose poetry, use
adorned language, or rare vocabulary, the magama combines prose and poetry, employs com-
plex metaphors, badi‘, strange expressions, and strange vocabulary. Critiquing al-Jahiz, al-
Hamadhani introduces the basic components of his style: prosimetrum, beautification of style,

and rare lexicon.

2. Al-Hamadhant’s Literary Models

Just as Ibn al-Hajjaj and Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji, al-Hamadhani was a contemporary of al-Sahib
ibn “Abbad and shared his age’s preoccupation with argot and obscene language. It is no won-
der, therefore, that he borrows the verses of Abii Dulaf and assigns them to his fictitious trick-
ster Abu al-Fath al-Iskandart:
Sirrah the times are false,
Let not deception beguile thee.
Cleave not to one character, but,
As the nights change, do thou change too™ )
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These verses, featured in al-Magama al-Qaridiyya, summarize the trickster’s reasoning
throughout the Magamat. Whenever he is reproached for his dishonesty and immoral conduct,
Abi al-Fath al-Iskandari reproduces the same answer in different forms and styles, “Don’t
blame me. Blame time! Blame the turns of Time!”
In his al-Qasida al-Sasaniyya, Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji displays the different kinds of Bant
Sasan in 135 verses. Al-Hamadhani imitates the intellectual interest in their vocabulary and
transgressive acts in al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya and also in al-Magama al-Rusafiyya. In the lat-

ter, the narrator stops at a mosque to take refuge from the hot sun and meets a group of people

%0 al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr, vol. 111, 415-6. [Prendergast’s translation]
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who have decided to discuss the different types of thieves. ‘Isa ibn Hisham narrates the follow-
ing: “They mentioned among the thieves, forgers of seals, the light-fingered, and palmers, him
who gives short weight, him who robs in the ranks, him who throttles by the sudden attack”
(dhakarii ashab al-fusis min al-lusis, wa-ahl al-laff wa-1-qaff, wa-man ya ‘mal bi-I-taff, wa-
man yahtal fi al-saff, wa-man yakhnuq bi-I-daff).>! These tricks may seem understandable in
translation, but they certainly were not in the original. This explains why al-Hamadhani, as
Orfali and Pomerantz have recently noted, provides a detailed commentary on al-Magama al-
Rusdafiyya, to clarify its lexicon to the readers who were certainly unfamiliar with it.>2

Besides Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji whose presence is implicit in the Magamat, al-Hamadhant
explicitly fictionalizes an avid collector who studied different unconventional groups in al-
Magama al-Saymariyya. This episode is based on Abii al-‘ Anbas al-Saymari (d. 275/888), >%a
famous humorist at the ‘Abbasid court, and the author of thirty treatises on the most obscene
and ridiculous subjects, including Kitab tiwal al-liha (The Book of the Long Bearded), Kitab
masawi’ al- ‘awamm wa-akhbar al-sifla wa-l-aghtam (The Book of Commoners’ Defaults and
Accounts of the Hooligans and the Lowly), Kitab al-khadkhada fi jald ‘umayra (The Book of
Masturbation), Nawadir al-quwwad (Anecdotes about Pimps), and Kitab al-Sahhagat wa-I-
baghgha'in (Book of Tribadists and Fornicators).>* None of these treatises survive, and all we
know about Abii al-'Anbas comes from his technical and astrological works,* and from al-
Hamadhant’s al-Magama al-Saymariyya which focuses on the theme of collecting obscene
corpora of words.

The magama tells the story of how al-Saymari first lost his friends after he used all his
money, and how he traveled and collected all kinds of anecdotes and peculiar accounts to fi-

nally return home wealthy and take revenge on his fake companions. The magama ends with

°1 al-Hamadhani, Magamat Badi al-Zaman, 123.

52 Orfali and Pomerantz, The Magamat, 162-3.

%3 Al-Saymari lived in the same time as Abii al-‘Ibar. Al-Aghant records a conversation between
the two. Al-Saymarf narrates: “I said to Abu al-‘Ibar when we were at al-Mutawakkil’s house:
Woe unto you! What compels you to [utter] all this sukhf with which you have filled the earth
with your poetry and speeches when you are an elegant man of letters [who has] good poetry.
He said: You cuckold! Do you want me to be out of demand [so] you can profit? Moreover,
you have the gall to speak [thus] when you [yourself] abandoned knowledge and composed in
raqa ‘a thirty books and then some? | would like you to tell me if raison ( ‘ag/) was profitable
would you have been favoured over al-BuhturT when he said of the caliph yesterday.” Al-
Isbahani, al-4ghant, vol. XXI1I, 145, trans. Antoon, The Poetics of the Obscene, 42.

% For a full list of his books, see Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, N.D.), 216-
217. See also Pellat, “Abu al-*Anbas al-Saymari,”, in EI2.

% Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic, 30-31.
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sedating the hypocrite friends, cutting their beards while they are asleep, and sending them to
their houses on the backs of transporters who will later tell of their shame.

In addition to the humorous plot, the episode captures the value of adab and the possibil-
ity of restoring one’s wealth thanks to strange material. The fictitious protagonist narrates:

Thus I collected anecdotes and fables, witticism and traditions, poems of the humour-
ists, the diversions of the frivolous the fabrications of the lovesick, the saws of the
pseudo-philosophers, the tricks of the conjurors, that artifices of the artful, the rare say-
ings of convivial companions, the fraud of the astrologers, the finesse of quacks, the
deception of the effeminate the guile of the cheats... till I acquired much property, got
possession of Indian swords and Yemen blades.*®
In all the Hamadhaniyya episodes, tricksters achieve their goals thanks to their deceptive ways
and eloquent tongue. Abil al-*Anbas al-SaymarT possesses an additional tool: the corpus of the
strange and the unheard-of. Just as the real Abu al-‘Anbas al-Saymari, the trickster of al-
Magqgama al-Saymariyya travels to faraway lands to collect strange and rare language and make
a fortune. His corpus provides him with more than coins, meals, charity, and praise; it grants
him wealth that brings him revenge. In this episode, al-Hamadhani emphasizes the rule which
indicates that the stranger and rarer the material, the more money it is worth (see Chapter 6)
and the more its indirect results.

The fact that al-Hamadhan traces the steps of Abti Dulaf al-Khazraji and Abt al-‘Anbas
al-SaymarT and fictionalizes them in his work demonstrates that he is not as simple and intelli-
gible as modern magama-scholarship claims him to be (see chapters 2 and 3). Just as Ibn al-
Hajjaj, Abu al-‘Ibar, and al-Harir1, al-Hamadhant had a taste for all kinds of strangeness. He
created the magama genre to display his and his age’s fascination with the strange, both fic-

tionally and lexically.

3. Al-Hamadhani’s First Readers

Al-Hamadhant’s fondness of strangeness, be it literary or lexical, was evident to his first audi-
ence, which is evident in al-Husri’s statement discussed in the Introduction. As an admirer of
al-Hamadhani, al-Husr1 praises the latter generously and cites twenty of his magamat in Zahr
al-adab. This, however, was not the case for al-Hamadhani’s readers. Ibn Abi al-Khisal

(d.540/1146), for instance, draws a negative picture of al-Hamadhani, characterizing him as he

% al-Hamadhani, Magamat Badi al-Zaman, 160.
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who “narrowed speech” (dayyaqa min al-kalam ma tawassa),%" and changed “easy Arabic”
(ghayyara al- ‘arabiyya al-sahla),®® thus, deserves banishment and disgrace. Ibn Abi al-Khisal
portrays al-Hamadhani in a virtual eschatological scene in which eloquent people come to-
gether in heaven and decide to expel the author of the magamat. The author says:
Yes, if eloquent people would ever meet in the day of resurrection to quench their thirst
from the [divine] basin, [laid] proportionally to their good deeds, Abi Ishaq®® would be
the first to drink, and al-Badi* would be banished with heavy rods. The owner of the
basin would set between us and him [al-Hamadhani] a barrier, ordering him “Step back
to seek light. Your words are too weak to reach oratory. Your sentences are lifeless and
pulseless. You have composed nothing but void blusters and scruffy high-sounding

words.5
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The passage is rich in eschatological motifs. One may, incidentally, consider the possible in-
fluence of Abi al- ‘Ala “al-Ma ‘arri’s (d. 1057) Risalat al-ghufran (The Epistle of Forgiveness)
in which classical poets gather to enjoy the promised goods of the afterlife and forget about
grammar and poetry. But the scene Ibn Abi al-Khisal describes references the 13» verse in Sirat
al-Hadid:
Upon the day when the hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those who have be-
lieved: ‘Wait for us, so that we may borrow your light.” It shall be said, ‘Return your
back behind, and seek for a light!” And a wall shall be set up between them, having a

door in the inward whereof is mercy, and against the outward therefore is chastise-

ment.5?

57 ‘Abdallah ibn Abi1 al-Khisal, Rasa’il, edited by Muhammad Ridwan al-Daya (Damascus:
Dar al-Fikr, 1988), 150.

%8 Ibid, 154.

% Ibn AbT al-Khisal refers here to Abii Ishaq al-Sabi, the whole passage is in answer to a letter
from an anonymous man who asks ibn Abi al-Khisal to compare Badi‘ al-Zaman with al-Sabi.
We do not have the original letter, but the anonymous interlocuter is in favor of al-Hamadhani.
% Tbn Abi al-Khisal, Rasa il, 154.

81 Al-Qur an 57:13. Translation by Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, (London: Oxford
University, 1964), 565.
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Just as the believers were separated from the hypocrites, al-Hamadhani is cast away from the
eloquent. Ibn Abi al-Khisal assumes the role of judge and condemns al-Hamadhani for his
strange use of language which produces a pompous style. He concludes this scene with firm
orders: “Execute him. Seize him. Drag him, then add him to those who slavishly followed his
conduct!” (igtulith, wa-khudhih, fa-i ‘talith, wa-alhigii bi-h man istabsara fi-ma shara 9).%?
Despite the obvious difference between Ibn Abi al-Khisal and al-Husrd, it is obvious that
they both perceived strange language as a defining element in al-Hamadhani’s writings and the
magamat. Reading Ibn Abt al-Khisal’s and al-HusrT’s statements together with the magamat
al-Saymariyya, al-Rusafiyya, and al-Jahiziyya demonstrates that al-Hamadhani constructs the
maqama genre to exhibit rare vocabulary and strange language. This means that gharib and

ambiguity were an inherent element in the genre a century before al-Hariri wrote his episodes.

Conclusion: al-Hariri’s Embellishment

After the fascination with pure language and the Bedouin vocabulary, the educated class in the
34/ 9 century shift their gaze to a new informant who is parasitic, transgressive, and shocking.
Al-Hamadhani wrote his magamat at the height of this interest. He comically portrays the im-
balanced exchange between the scholar and the picaresque informant. Al-Hariri built on his
predecessor’s foundations but decided to emphasize language more than the plot in his
magqamat, to include more criticism of the educated class.

Al-HarirT’s negative perception of the educated elite is obvious in the entirety of his oeu-
vre, which consists of three works. Besides his famous Magamat, al-HarirT composed Mulhat
al-i rab, a didactic urjiiza of 375 verses on grammar, and Durrat al-ghawwas fi awham al-
khawass, a textbook enumerating 122 common mistakes committed by scholars of his time,
and their corrections. The common feature between the three works is the way they depict the
educated elite: a dependent group that needs guidance, education, and better taste.

In Mulha, the target group is composed of students who need to perfect their usage of
language. In Durrat al-ghawwas, however, the audience is made up of prominent authors of
his time who descended lower than the commoners. He says:

| have noticed that many of the high-ranked figures of adab commit in their speech and

writing mistakes that are worse than the ones made by commoners. Detecting these

%2 Tbn Abi al-Khisal, Rasa il, 154.
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mistakes and tracing them back to those who committed them may lower the noble and

shame the honorable.®®
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Al-HarirT is thus not trying to didactically correct common mistakes, but rather to “lower” and
“shame” those who commit them. In the conclusion of the same work, al-HarirT returns once
again to the educated class and points out that his material is “a selection from the books of an
elite group” (iltagatuhd min kutub jama ‘a min al-a ‘yan).%* Durrat al-ghawwas is thus the prod-
uct of an active and thorough research that targeted the written instead of the oral, and the elite
instead of the commoners.

In the Haririyya, the critique of the educated class appears throughout. They are anony-
mous, secondary, silent, shallow, and only preoccupied with lipograms, badr ", and riddles (see
Chapter 6). As a result, the trickster imposes a heavy charge on the elite, while he only asks
commoners for coins. Just as al-HarirT assumes the position of the master and teaches his con-
temporaries grammar and corrects their vocabulary, the trickster Abti Zayd al-Sartiji assumes
the same role and points for the elite the extent to which their interest in adab is trivial. In al-
Magama al-Maghribiyyah, al-Sariiji leaves the majlis promising to return with more palin-
dromes, then sends a note with a messenger, saying, “say to them from me that full sure night-
watching spent in tales is among the greatest of harms; and that | fail not to care for myself,
nor will bring dryness into my head by vigils”®® (qul lahum ‘anni inna al-sahar fi al-khurafat
la-min a ‘zam al-afat, wa-lastu ulghi ihtirasi wa-1a ajlibu al-hawas ila rast).%® In al-Magama
al-Shatawiyya, al-Sarji offers a series of riddles and then leaves his audience without solving
any of them. And in al-Maqgama al-Bakriyya, he starves the narrator who went looking for
eloquent bedouins, leads him astray, steals his sword, and leaves him with one sentence: “Know

that adorned speeches satisfy not him who is a-hunger”®’ (inna al-asja ‘ la tushbi  man ja ).%

83 Al-Harir1, Durrat al-ghawwas fi awham al-khawass, edited by Heinrich Thorbecke (Leipzig:
Verlag von F.C. W. Vogel, 1871), 2-3.

%4 Ibid, 209.

65 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 199.

% al-Hariri, Magamat, 159.

67 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.

%8 al-Hariri, Magamat, 494.
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Current scholarship holds that al-HarirT uses gharib, riddles, lipograms, and tawriya, to
comply with the taste of his era and to make his work unnecessarily ambiguous. | argue, how-
ever, is that al-HarirT actively and systematically employs these tools to criticize and ridicule
the obsession with oddity and rare material his time exhibited. Unlike al-Hamadhani’s
magamat, al-Harir1’s are highly systematic and overly preoccupied with the fictionalized audi-
ence of every episode. The trickster addresses three different groups: the commoners, the Bant
Sasan, and the educated elite. Gharib lexicon is exclusively used with the literati and the Bani
Sasan, and the cruelty is only directed to the educated class. Al-Hamadhani introduced strange-
ness to the magama genre, and al-Hariri channeled it to critique and condemn the taste of his
class. Interestingly, the book that was composed to ridicule and defame the elite, was the one

that the latter most praised, cherished, and described with i jaz (See Chapter 1).



Essakouti 145

Chapter 6
The Tools of the Half-outsider: Jargon, Badi', and Argot

Al-HarirT’s and al-Hamadhani’s magamat are similar in many aspects. Especially in their ca-
pacity to reproduce the quest for rare vocabulary, which began as a scientific and serious pur-
suit for eloquent language (data-collection period), then evolved into a frivolous quest for the
exotic, transgressive, and parasitic (see Chapter 5). Al-Hamadhani depicts this quest comically
through different tricksters and plots. Al-Hariri, in contrast, systemizes al-Hamadhani’s multi-
tudes and creates one structure that repeats in almost all his episodes. This systematization has
earned al-HarirT the qualification of belle-lettrist who “seems to take the eloquence too seri-

L and his magamat as monotonous, and “more serious than one might like.”? In this

ously,
chapter, | argue that al-Harir1 relinquishes comedy and emphasizes linguistic and lexical ma-
terial to criticize the elite who obsess over strange and rare language and constrained writing.
This critique is channeled through the trickster’s handling of three different audiences: namely,
the elite, the commoners, and Banii Sasan. Of the three, Abii Zayd al-Sariij1, the Haririyya’s
trickster only acts belligerently against al-nukhba al- ‘alima or the educated elite.

Al-Sartji is neither part of the privileged literati nor one of the masses: his low trade (i.e.,
that of a beggar) denies him the status of the former, and his encyclopedic learnedness ranks
him higher than the latter. He is a “half-outsider,”® and a manifestation of a “negative correla-
tion” between the misery of the masses and the propensities of the educated elite to seek and
display learnedness.* Al-Sariiji is aware of his in-between position, and this awareness is dis-
cernible in how he adapts his rhetorical and lexical tools depending on the audience. Facing
commoners, he uses simple language, persuasion, and exhortation. Facing the elite, he uses
logic, rare vocabulary, erudition, and constrained forms of composition. The trickster’s nature
as an outsider is only absent in two magamat, in which he meets the Banti Sasan, whom he
considers to be his own people. Among them, al-Sarji renounces trickery, deceit, and lipo-

grams, and acts as a guiding figure using argot.

iJaakko Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 1609.

Ibid.
% The anti-hero is primarily what Claudio Guillen has aptly called a half-outsider. He can “nei-
ther join nor actually reject his fellow men,” though he feigns to do so, while being perpetually
foiled in his attempts. See James T. Monroe, The Art of Badi‘ az-Zaman al-Hamadhani as
Picaresque Narrative (Beirut: Centre for Arab and Middle East Studies, 1983), 103.
4 Joel L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam: The Cultural Revival during the
Buyid Age, 2" rev. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1993), 27.
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To illustrate this systematic ability of the trickster to cater his delivery to his audience,
this chapter offers a close reading of al-Sartiji’s linguistic tools, especially his vocabulary, and
how he uses them differently depending on his relationship with the recipients. I argue that in
neutrality, with the commoners, Abu Zayd al-Sariiji uses simple and straightforward language.
In affinity, with his tribe, he uses argot to emphasize the intimacy and the counter-ethos that
distinguishes him and his people from the others. And in enmity, he uses all the linguistic tools
available to him: riddles, to accentuate ambiguity and render the addressees powerless; lipo-
grams, which belong exclusively to the writing culture, to show its shallowness, and badi
which, as Lara Harb notes, “often entails intrinsic structures that either mislead or obscure.”

Following the structure of the Haririyya, | start with the episodes depicting the elite and
men of power, because they occupy half the episodes. | then study the sermon-based magamat,
which are exclusively addressed to the masses. Then finally conclude with the two trickery-
free magamat, where Abt Zayd al-Sariiji finds himself in familiar grounds with a group that

shares his trade and ethos.

I. Confronting the Elite with Logos
1. Abu Zayd al-Sariiji Addressing the Literati

Al-Harirm’s Magamat portrays the elite as a group that has power, education, and social status.
They belong to the writerly culture, their vocabulary is recherché and raffiné, and their goal is
to seek the curious and the unusual. In the Haririyya, the literati are usually depicted as extras
or as extras in a film, as it were. Their role is twofold: to host the narrator al-Harith ibn
Hammam who then acts as their spokesman, listens to the trickster, and rewards his speech.
Besides welcoming and rewarding, they remain nameless, faceless, and silent. In several
maqgamat (Mt. 15, 27, 43, 47), the extras disappear, and the narrator confronts Abt Zayd al-
Sartiji alone. The confrontation usually ends with the humiliation of the former and the flight
of the latter.

Abt Zayd al-Sartiji’s relationship with the wealthy learned elite is based on a paradigm
of adversariality. In this sense, the episodes in which he confronts them always contain a chal-
lenge or an argument, which take one of the following forms: the literati test al-Sariji’s com-
positional skills in lipogram-based magamat (Mt. 6, 16, 17, 26, 28, 46); the trickster challenges
the literati to solve his riddles in puzzle-based magamat (Mt .15, 24, 32, 36, 42, 44); or the
trickster and the narrator face each other alone in the desert to showcase their knowledge of
Bedouin vocabulary (Mt. 27,43).
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1.1. Lipogram-based magamat

In the famous competition between al-Khawarizm1 and al-Hamadhani, the latter challenges his
interlocutor to compose a text that follows constrained writing rules: an epistle, for instance,
that contains no dotted letters or one that does not use alif and /am, or a letter which if read one
way constitutes a eulogy, and if read in another, represents a satire. Proud, al-Khawarizmi re-
fuses the proposed challenge, describing it as “sha ‘badha” (jugglery).®

Al-HarirmT meets the challenge in six magamat, in which al-Sartji displays his skill in
different kinds of constraint composition, or lipograms. In al-Magama al-Maraghiyya, he com-
poses a petition in which every second word consists of letters written with dots. In al-Magama
al-Ragta’, he alternates undotted and dotted letters. In al-Magama al-Maghribiyyah, he invents
short palindromes in prose and verse. In al-Magama al-Qahgariyya (lit. Backward) he com-
poses a long speech that reads from end to beginning the same way it does the other way
around. Finally, in al-Magama al-Halabiyya he summarises all his knowledge of constrained
composition and teaches ten lads how to produce ten different kinds of lipograms.

The lipogram-based maqgamat are exclusively addressed to the literati, the only audience
who has the training and linguistic apparatus to decipher and appreciate them. The one excep-
tion is al-Magama al-Samarqgandiyya, in which al-Sartji delivers a Friday sermon that contains
undotted letters only. He delivers the sermon to a gathering that traditionally accommodates
both the educated and uneducated. In fear of the lipogram going unnoticed, the narrator inter-
venes and highlights the lipogram: “I saw that the sermon was a choice thing without a flaw,
and a bride without a dot” 5(ra ‘aytu al-khutba nukhba bi-la saqat, wa- ‘ariis bi-la nugat).” The
narrator does not express this comment for the benefit of the audience who are in attendance,
but rather for the readers who receive the sermon in a written form, yet may fail to notice that
all the letters are undotted. Just as the identity of the trickster is spelled out at the end of every
episode, so are the linguistic and rhetorical tools clarified. The explicit accentuation of these
elements suggests two opposite readings: a friendly gesture towards the readers, allowing them

to experience clarity after ambiguity,® or, which is more likely in my opinion, a sign of al-

® Ibrahim al-Tarabulusi, Kashf al-ma ‘ant wa-1-bayan ‘an rasa’il Badi ‘ al-Zaman (Beirut: Cath-
olic Printing Press, 1890), 74-76.

® al-Hariri, Assemblies I1, 12.

" al-Hartr1, Magamat, 292.

8 See the epigram of Part 1, which contains al-Hariri’s authorial intervention at the end of al-
Magama al-Shatawiyya to explain the riddles that al-Sarji flees before solving.
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Harir’s distrust in his audience, who supposedly cannot decode his artistic codes without his
help.

In the lipogram-based magamat (Mt. 6, 16, 17, 26, 28, 46), rare and strange vocabulary
is employed abundantly, not for its strangeness, purity, or transgression (see previous chapter),
per se, but rather for its orthographic attributes, e.g., whether they contain a specific letter or
lack it® or consist of dotted or undotted letters. These words vary in quantity, from a couple of
unusual words to several incomprehensible sentences. In al-Magama al-Maghribiyya, for in-
stance, al-Sariiji composes the following palindromic verses:
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Which translate into:
Bestow on the needy when he comes to thee, and show regard even when a man injures
thee.
Have dealings with him that is noble, but put afar from thee the base.
Withdraw from the side of the unjust, the mischievous, when he sits by thee.

When contention rouses itself put it off from thee, and cast it away when it confirms it-
self.

Be still, and though shalt grow strong; for it may be that time that was perverse to thee
shall aid thee.!

Comparing prose (nathr) with poetry (razm), Kilito notes that “the most cohesive discourse is
the one submitting to the biggest number of constraints.”*? The above palindromes prove this
claim to be right, because not one single letter can be moved or removed without harming the
structure. This, however, happens at the expense of meaning. Thanks to the translation, one

can see that the difficult and complex lexicon hides common and unoriginal advice.

® Choosing a vocabulary based on phonetic and orthographic conditions is not always playful
and artificial. Al-Jahiz recounts the story of the theologian Wasil ibn ‘Ata’ who suffered a
speech impediment and could not pronounce the letter »a@". Thus, he removed it from all his
speeches. Al-Jahiz, al-Bayan, 36-37.

10 al-Hariri, Magamat, 154-155.

11 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 197.

12 K1lith, al-Adab wa-1-ghardba, 28.
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The most interesting lipogram-based episode is al-Magama al-Halabiyya which summa-
rises all the aforementioned exercises and displays ten kinds of constrained writing. In this
episode, the narrator encounters al-Sartiji who plays the role of a tutor, teaching ten young lads
how to compose lipograms.t® The display of the compositions occurs in a negative context: the
inhabitants of the town are described as stupid,** the teacher as both stupid and foolish,*> and
the pupils as boys (sibyan). Despite their characterization as stupid, the pupils produce the
following constrained compositions:

e First pupil: verses which contain only undotted letters; technically termed al-abyat al-
‘awatil, plural of ‘atil, a woman who wears no ornaments.

e Second pupil: verses which contain only dotted letters; technically termed al-abyat al-
ara’is, literally: bridal verses.

e Third pupil: writes sequences of dotted and undotted words; technically termed al-
abyat al-khayfa’. According to al-Mutarrizi, khayfa’ is a description of horses whose
one iris is black and the other is blue.®

e Fourth pupil: writes sequences of paired words, which have a similar morphology yet
different dots; technically termed al-abyat al-mata im. According to Sharishi, mata im
is plural of mit im, which means a woman who gives birth to twins.’

e Fifth pupil: recites two verses that open and end with two identical sequences of sounds
or jinas; technically termed al-abyat al-mutarrafayn al-mutashabihay al-tarafayn.

e Sixth pupil: recites verses in which the letter sin (s) is the dominant sound.

e Seventh pupil: recites verses in which sad (s) is the dominant sound.

(Y]
S

e Eighth pupil: recites verses that contain words, which make one meaning with and
another with “s.” These verses, in particular, employ a remarkable number of gharib

vocabulary.

13 al-Harir, Magamat, 524-39.
1% The narrator says: “Then my mind ... urged me to make for Emessa, so as to pass the summer
in her territory and to sound the [proverbial] stupidity of the people of her soil.” al-Harir,
Assemblies 11, 148.
15 The narrator, describing the teacher, says: “I was impressed with what his display of inge-
nuity that mixes with stupidity, and ingeniousness which blends with foolishness.”

" ABlesy A3 5 an ABIDS (e yelal 5 Ao li) A3 sAaa de) (e sl Lal Eumadt
al-Har1ri, Magamat, 539; Assemblies 11, 154.
16 al-Mutarrizi, Sharh, 68.
17 al-Sharishi, Sharh, vol. 111, 378.
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e Ninth pupil: recites verses that describe the orthography of verbal forms from roots that
end in Wor Y (huraf al-i tilal).

e Tenth pupil: recites verses listing all the Arabic words that contain za’ (z).
In the lipogram-based magamat, the audience always fails the test and never finishes the exer-
cise. In al-Magama al-Halabiyya, however, the “childish” and “stupid” pupils surpass all the
other addressees of the trickster in the Haririyya and exhibit a remarkable ability to come up
with compositions in all the proposed kinds of constrained writing. The fact that this magama
is the last of the lipogram-based episodes demonstrates that it was composed as a critique of
the previous audiences who preoccupy themselves with shallow exercises and fail to fulfill a
childish assignment that little children master easily.

This ridicule of the literati might be subtle and implicit in al-Magama al-Halabiyya, but
it is openly expressed in al-Magama al-Maghribiyya. In this magama, al-Sariji requests a meal
from a group of scholars who are displaying their knowledge of palindromes. After they finish
their material and the trickster finishes his food, he joins the conversation and delivers a series
of long palindromes. Beguiled, the literati keep rewarding him until he is satisfied (manahnahu
ila an istakfd). Under the pretext of feeding his children, al-Sariiji leaves the majlis promising
to return shortly. As the reader would expect, he does not come back. Instead, he sends his
audience a note with their messenger, saying, “say to them from me that full sure night-watch-
ing spent in tales is among the greatest of harms; and that | fail not to care for myself, nor will
bring dryness into my head by vigils”'® (qul lahum ‘anni inna al-sahar fi al-khurafat la-min
a ‘zam al-afat, wa-lastu ulght ihtirasi wa-1a ajlibu al-hawas ila ras7).*° Unlike his recipients
who are obsessed with constrained writing, rewarding it handsomely, and spending days and
nights discussing it,? the partakes in it with indifference and produces it only under demand.

To shield his mind from the “dangerous illness” (a zam al-afat) and “obsession” (hawas),
al-SariijT does not suggest the exercise nor sets the rules for their composition but merely joins
an ongoing conversation between privileged scholars to take their money and belittle their in-
terests. He is not invested in the game but only makes use of the material prospects of the
endeavor. Lipogram-based magamat are positioned at almost every ten magamat (Mt. 6, 16,

17, 26, 28, 46), to bring the trickster face to face with the literati who waste their money and

18 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 199.

19 al-Hariri, Magamat, 159.

20 In al-Magama al-Maraghiyya, for example, a governor forces a judge to write a lipogramatic
petition, and the latter spends a year trying to do so before finally meeting Aba Zayd al-Sartiji
and paying him to compose it on his behalf.
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time over trivialities. Al-Sariji proves his prominent skills of “jugglery,” receives his reward,
ridicules his audience, and abandons them unfulfilled, puzzled, and perplexed about their own
writerly culture. Lipograms, however, are not al-Sartiji’s only tool. Of the wide range of elab-
orate linguistic means at his disposal, al-Sariji uses gharib, badi‘, and riddles.

1.2. Riddle-based magamat

According to Khayr al-Din Shamsi, the main characters of riddles are “fa ‘wis ” (abstruseness)
and “ta ‘miya” (blindfolding), which the speaker employs to prove his superiority and render
the audience speechless (ifham).?! Al-Sariiji implements this tool against the literati in several
episodes, in order to display his command of different sciences, such as jurisprudence (M15,
M32) and grammar (M24), and to strike them dumb with complicated questions (M36, M42,
M44).

Al-Magama al-Qati iyya displays a boon-gathering in which the narrator and his affluent
companions discuss linguistic issues and quarrel over declension while ignoring al-Sardji in
his old rags (timr ‘ala dhimr). Despite this, al-Sartiji imposes himself upon the gathering and
challenges them with twelve grammatical puzzles (one for each person among them), and em-
ploys a number of metalinguistic jargons, such as al- ‘amil, al-idafa, al-mahdhif, al-zarf, al-
idmar. Although the literati have command over the vocabulary, they fail to decipher the rid-
dles. Consequently, they beg the trickster for answers, which he grants only after receiving a
reward.

Jargon is also employed in al-Magama al-Tayibiyya. Instead of grammar, however, al-
Sariiji shifts to jurisprudence and claims to be Fagih al- ‘Arab (the ultimate Jurist of Arabs).?2
In this episode, the number of riddles ascends to one hundred legal questions based on hom-
onymies and tawriyat.>® Abii Zayd al-Sariiji asks his hosting tribe, Banii Harb, to examine his
command of Islamic Law and to benefit from his knowledge to solve “all the points of intricacy

and explain all difficulties”?* (salini ‘an al-mu ‘dilat, wa-istawdihii mini al-mushkilat).?> As

21 Khayr al-Din Shamsi, “al-Alghdz wa-\-ahaji wa-\-mu ‘ammayat,” in Majma " al-Lugha al-
‘Arabiyya, Damascus, vol. 71, part. 1 (January 1996), 789.

22 This title is a reference to Ibn Faris’s book Futya fagih al- ‘arab, which collects legal ques-
tions based on homonymies similar to those in al-Magama al-Tayibiyya. See Ibn Faris, Futya

faqih al- ‘arab, edited by Husayn ‘Ali Mahftuz (Damascus: al-Majma“ al-‘Ilmi al-‘Arabi, 1958).
28 For example: “He said: ‘And what sayest thou with regard to him who has deliberately
gouged the eye of a nightingale?’ ‘Let his eye be gouged, to make the speech short’ (bulbul, a
nightingale, and also “a spare man”),” al-Harr1, Assemblies Il, 37-57.

24 1bid, 39.

25 al-Hariri, Magamat, 336.
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expected, al-Sartiji solves all the riddles and causes his interlocutor shame (atraqa itraqgat al-
hayiyy) and powerlessness (aramma irmam al- ‘ayiyy). The trickster, thus, forces his beguiled
audience to reward him handsomely, by giving him she-camels and a female slave. This is a
good example of the correlation between the degree of ambiguity and the value of the reward.

In al-Magama al-Maltiyya, Abt Zayd encounters a wealthy group (abna’ ‘allat) display-
ing their knowledge of riddles to while away time. He waits until they exhaust their material
(fa-lamma ra’a ijbal al-qara’ih wa-ikda’ al-matih wa-1-maih) then intervenes. Instead of chal-
lenging his audience or displaying more puzzles, al-Sarijt reflects on the definition of riddles
and their structure:

Know, ye owners of literary accomplishments and golden coloured wine, that the pro-

posing of riddles is for the purpose of testing the quickness of wit and bringing out its

hidden treasures, under the condition, that they are founded on a real resemblance and

contain meaning words and some scholarly nicety... and I noticed that your definitions

kept not within these limits.®
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Al-Sariiji acts as a teacher and turns his audience, who were boasting about their learnedness
minutes ago, into students who need further instruction. The trickster proposes twenty riddles,
two to each recipient, and challenges them to solve them. To accentuate ambiguity, the trickster
blends cryptic insinuations (riddles) and recherché terms. As expected, all the contestants,
without exception, fail the test. Abu Zayd al-Sardyji, finally, reveals the answers without asking
for areward, as if rendering the educated group powerless, and proving them ignorant is enough
of a payment.

In al-Magama al-Najraniyya, al-Sariji interrupts a contest involving riddles between
some witty literati and explicitly criticizes the nonsensicality of their interest in riddles. An-
noyed, the educated men curse and swear, until al-SarijT decides to join their game and an-
nounces, “let us riddle!” (hallumma ild an nulghiz)*®. He composes ten riddles in verse, em-
ploying a lavish number of recherché terms. The interlocutors once again fail the challenge,

and al-SardjT charges them an amount of money, which they must pay before he reveals the

26 gl-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 77.
21 al-Hariri, Magamat, 394.
28 al-Harir1, Magamat, 464.
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answer of each riddle (fa-farada ‘ala kull mu ‘amma farda wa-istakhlasah nadda thumma fa-
taha al-aqfal).?

Of all the riddle-based magamat, al-Magama al-Shatawiyya proves the most unsympa-
thetic toward the educated elite. It opens with a lengthy narration by Harith ibn Hammam, who
gets lost in the dark before he meets an eloquent man who invites him to his home using verse.
In a warm place, al-Harith finds an assembly of literati, and among them is Abti Zayd al-Sarji,
who describes himself as “abii al- ‘ajab” (lit. the father of wonders). The trickster proposes
fifty-six riddles based on the double-entendre device. For instance, he says, “I encountered
people who drink old women’s pee [bawl al- ‘ajiiz], and I do not mean the daughter of grapes”;

bawl al- ‘gjiiz (lit. old woman's piss) here means ‘milk’ and ‘gjigz may also mean ‘wine’

(referring to its old vintage). Following the example of the previous episodes, the audience
first attempt to solve the cryptic sentences (fa-tafigna nakhbat fi taqlib qaridih wa-ta 'wil
ma ‘aridih), then admit failure, and the trickster finally demands reward to reveal answers (al-
inas qabl al-tbas). Al-Magama al-Shatawiyya, includes an extra final twist: after obtaining his
prize, al-Sartiji promises to provide the solution of his riddles the next morning but departs in
the middle of the night while everyone is asleep. Out of all the educated men which Aba Zayd
al-Sar(ji deceives in the Haririyya, the audience of this episode is the only one that was denied
‘discovery’ and ‘ajab.*

Al-Sariji repeats the scheme in six other magamat (Mt. 15, 24, 32, 36, 42, 44; namely,
challenging, delivering the riddle/s, and demanding the reward. To prove his superiority, he
exaggerates the element of ambiguity, using riddles, tawriyat, jargon, and gharib. Besides the
reward, the ultimate goal is to ridicule the literati and display their intellectual ineptitude. The
members of al-Sar@iji’s educated audience never learn their lesson: after failing to solve the
riddles, they request more riddles (e.g., M42), and when they discover the trick, they still la-
ment al-Sardiji’s departure (M44). Curiosities and adab distract them from their shame and
failure, making them long for the trickster’s presence and eloquence. The narrator, al-Harith
ibn Hammam, is not any better. He, too, accepts deception and humiliation just to accompany
Abii Zayd al-SartijT, even if that means going to faraway, secluded deserts and losing his pos-

sessions.

2 Ihid, 471.

%0 «“While ignorance might be the impetus for wonder initially, it is the eventual discovery of
the meaning and its clarification that also evokes wonder. As such, wonder is an emotional
experience that is highly cognitive in nature.” Harb, Arabic Poetics, 9.
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1.3. Back to the Desert: Bedouin Gharib

In two episodes, al-Wabariyya and al-Bakriyya, al-HarirT abandons the urban majalis and takes
his two protagonists back to re-enact the obsessive pursuit of gharib during the data-collection
period. Al-Magama al-Wabariyya opens with al-Harith ibn Hammam saying:
In the prime of my life that has fleeted, | had a leaning towards intercourse with the
people of the hair-tents, so that I might take after their high-mettled spirits and their
Arab tongues. So | bestirred myself with the alertness of one not lacking in industry,
and began to roam through low lands and high-lands... then I betook myself to some
Arabs, [fit to be] lieutenants of kings, sons of speech [saws].3!
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After residing with the Bedouins for a while, the narrator wanders one night but loses his way
back to the tribe and his she-camel. The double loss gives ground for a long list of rare terms
spread throughout the magama in description of the night, the heat, riding, and tiredness. Since
the main concern of this episode is the display of Bedouin vocabulary, the trickery is reduced
to the very minimum (i.e., stealing the horse). The trickster hardly appears in the magama, and
the plot turns into a pretext to invite different themes pertaining to desert life, i.e., camels,
horses, heat, fighting, and going astray.

In al-Magama al-Bakriyya, the two protagonists once again meet in the desert. This time,
however, the plot is more developed and indicates that al-HarirT might have “strung” three
episodes together.® The first episode occurs in the middle of the desert and opens with al-
Harith’s description of his miserable condition: exhausted, starving, and lost, using an abundant
amount of gharib. He then meets Abu Zayd, who tells him the story (the second episode) of
how he lost his camel and found it later following a misunderstanding caused by the word
“matiyya” which means both shoes and camels.3* Finishing this story, al-Sariiji invents a de-
bate (the third episode) against a fictitious character, to compare marrying a maid (‘adhra’) to

marrying a matron (thayyib). As with all comparisons in the Haririyya, the purpose is not to

31 al-Harir Assemblies 11, 2.

%2 al-Hariri, Magamat, 270-271.

33 “This unusually long Imposture consists of three episodes, which may have been strung to-
gether because no single one is quite long enough to stand on its own.” Cooperson, Impostures,
427.

3 This is the one and only time that Abii Zayd is deceived by language in the entire magamat!
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determine who is better but rather to demonstrate the ability of the trickster to critique and
praise the same subject at once (Chapter 1). Furthermore, he lays the ground for a rich lexicon
of matrimonial jargon, including za ina (wife), ‘awan (matron), bakira (first fruit of a tree; a
metaphor for maiden), sulafa (unfermented wine; a metaphor for maiden), luhna (appetizer;
metonymy for a matron), rubba (companion), barik (a mother of a young boy who remarries),
halik (femme fatale), muhayra (little filly; metaphor for woman). The debate includes other
subjects besides marriage, such as monasticism (rahbaniyya) and masturbation (tajluda
‘umayra).®
Once the display of sexual vocabulary ends, the text returns to the frame story (the first
episode), in which the trickster and narrator continue to walk miserably in the desert without
food or support, until they reach a dry, poor village (garya a zaba al-khayr ‘anha). Despite the
wretchedness that surrounds him and the hunger that weakens his energy, the narrator continues
to dwell on adab and its value. He says: “Then I began to expatiate in the praise of learning,
and to exalt its owner above the possessor of riches. But he [i.e., the trickster] glanced at me
with the glance of one who taxes with ignorance.”*® Annoyed and dismissive, Abii Zayd al-
SartijT decides to teach his companion a lesson. To this end, he chooses a random young boy
and asks him:
Are here fresh dates sold for discourse?”” He replied: “No, by Allah.” Said he: “Nor
green dates for witticisms?” He replied: “Certainly not, by Allah.” Said he: “Nor fruit
for night-talk?” He replied: “Far from it, by Allah.” Said he: “Nor honey-fritters for
poems?” He replied: “Be silent, may Allah preserve thee!” Said he: “Nor bread in broth

for choice verses?”’%’
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To Stop Abii Zayd al-Sarijj1 from further enumeration, the young boy puts an end to the con-

versation, saying:

% This display of sexual vocabulary recalls Abii Dulaf al-Khazraji’s poem, in which sexual
words are stated to be the first tool of the children of Sasan acquire (See Chapter 5). This is
also obvious in the magamat which feature the trickster with his wives (see below).

36 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 129.

37 Ibid, 130.

38 al-Hariri, Magamat, 492.
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Let this suffice thee, O Shaykh ... In this place poetry fetches not a barley-corn, nor

prose a bread-crumb, nor a narrative nail-parings, nor a treatise slop-water, nor the wise

maxims of Lugman a mouthful of food, nor the history of battels a morsel of meat.>®
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The lad’s words highlight the gap between the elite who seek adab as a luxury and the poor
who try to make a living and survive on “bread-crumbs” and “slop-water.” Similar to al-
Magqgama al-Halabiyya, in which young children realize that scholars cannot, putting the words
in the mouth of the anonymous child (saby) in al-Magama al-Bakriyya accentuates the igno-
rance of the narrator and the other collectors who cannot notice the evident uselessness of adab.
Furthermore, this act emphasizes the incompatibility of the literati’s preoccupations with real-
ity.

To teach al-Harith ibn Hammam the worthlessness of adab, Abt Zayd al-Sarji decides
to steal the last of his possessions, his sword, and leave him alone in the desert to fend for
himself. Before parting, however, the trickster summarizes the message of the Haririyya in one
sentence: “Know that adorned speeches satisfy not him who is a-hunger.”*

Al-Wabariyya and al-Bakriyya complete each other. The first depicts the obsession with
rare vocabulary, using every event as a pretext to display more and more words. The second
proves the worthlessness and triviality of pursuing words for their own sake. Al-Magama al-
Bakriyya summarizes what al-Sarji tries to articulate in all his encounters with the literati;
namely, riddles, doubles-entendre, gharib, jargon, and lipograms, are aesthetically valuable to
those who can afford their price, but they cannot cover basic human needs. For the privileged
and the wealthy, however, basic needs are no issue, which means that the question of value
never arises concerning their interest in linguistic curiosities and their quest to accumulate ma-
terial. To quote Abu Zayd al-Sarijt:

They say that a man’s chief adornment and pride, and his beauty is learning deep-rooted,
sound,

Alas, it adorns but the wealthy and him, whose summit of lord ship is rising aloft:

But as for the poor man | reckon for him far better than learning a loaf and a stew.

39 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.
40 Al-Hariri, Magamat, 493.
41 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.
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What beauty bestows it on him, if they say: a scholar, a school-drudge, or maybe a
clerk.*?
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Every encounter between the trickster and the literati is an intellectual confrontation and an
economic opportunity. Whether it is orthographic (lipograms), cognitive (riddles), or lexical
(gharib), al-Sartji’s basic weapon is logos, a double-entendre that refers to both words and
reason. He uses his eloquence and vast knowledge of the Arabic language to belittle his oppo-
nents and demonstrate the senselessness of their luxurious quest. Al-Sartji composes playful
texts and riddles to make money and survive, whereas the literati do so to amuse themselves,
consume time, and prove their so-called learnedness. They can afford adab, because they have
the privilege of wealth and power, but al-Sarjt is only oriented toward his situation and needs

and used a sweet tongue that can deceive both scholars and men of power.

2. Facing Men of Power

As Angelika Neuwirth notes, the episodes featuring a judge are meta-magamat that focalize
and question “the legitimacy of play based on fiction.”** These “forensic” magamat as she calls
them, are not any different from the ones this chapter has discussed so far. They, too, ridicule
the elite and allow trickery and eloquence to rule over justice and truth. Mainly because those
who are supposed to govern and lead are also obsessed with badi‘ and susceptible to empty
ornamented words. While confronting a judge, al-Sartiji does not stand alone. Instead, he is
accompanied by an accomplice, a relative, more specifically. The choice of accomplice defines
the subject of the episode. Whereas the episodes with the wives are always related to marital
and sexual problems, the magamat that include the son feature different motifs and plots, in-
cluding slavery, murder, literary theft, and recalcitrance. Regardless of the topic, however, du-
plicity plays a fundamental role in these episodes. The judge is confronted with two opposite

narratives of the same issue truth. And the trickster's main aim is to accentuate confusion and

42 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 129.

3 al-Hariri, Magamat, 491.

4 Angelika Neuwirth, “Woman’s Wit and Juridical Discourse: A Forensic Magama by the
Classical Arabic Scholar al-Hariri,” in Figurationen No 1 (2005), 25.
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ambiguity by using double-figure of style,* such as tawriya (two meanings), tibdq (two anton-
ymous terms), mugabala (two opposed sentences), and jinas (two or more similar sounding

words) dominate these episodes.*®

2.1. The Wife as Accomplice

The trio judge, trickster, and wife meet in three episodes in the Haririyya. Al-Magama al-
Iskandariyya features a woman who comes from a good family but one who has married al-
SartijT because she misinterpreted the real nature of his occupation as a “nazim durr ila durr”
(a stringer of pearls), a double-entendre that means a jeweller and a literary composer. To the
wife’s great misfortune, the trickster was referring to the second meaning while she understood
the former. Al-Maqgama al-Tabriziyya and al-Magama al-Ramliyya*’ depict another kind of
wife. In these episodes, the wives are as shameless and sharp-tongued as the trickster. Their
problems with the husband are of a sexual nature: one refuses anal intercourse and the other
complains about her sexual dissatisfaction. They express their cases frankly and keep causing
the judge embarrassment until he pays them to stop talking.

These three episodes, as Orfali and Pomerantz note, are inspired by al-Magama al-
Shamiyya by al-Hamadhani. In this episode, Abu al-Fath al-Iskandari goes to court with two
wives. One asks for a dowry (sadag) and the other for a divorce and alimony (nafaga).*® Al-
Magama al-1skandariyya is more of an explicit emulation of the Shamiyya. It is entitled after
Abii al-Fath al-IskandarT and re-enacts the same concerns of the first wife about money and her
dowry. Al-Tabriziyya and al-Ramliyya, however, stray farther from their inspiration and exploit
sexual metonymies and insults deliberately and more explicitly than al-Hamadhani does in his

maqdma.49

%51 call them double-figures because they always include at least two elements that are similar
or contradictory.

46 “Figures that are identified as badi‘ often entail intrinsic structures that either mislead or
obscure. In the case of paronomasia, padding, and figures of disguise such as tawriya and isti-
khdam, certain expectations are created just to be broken through the repetition of similar-
sounding words [paronomasia], apparent meaninglessness [padding], and a play on double
meaning [tawriya].” Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics, 72.

4" See Angelika Neuwirth reading of this episode in “Woman’s Wit and Juridical Discourse,”
23-36.

%8 Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badr * al-Zaman, 119.

49 Despite that, Muhammad ‘Abduh decides to omit al-Magama al-Shamiyya from his edition
of al-Hamadhan1’s Magamat. The same censorship could not be forced on al-Harir1’s magamat
who were preserved by various tools of authorial control (e.g., ijaza or certificate of transmis-
sion) and circulating widely for centuries. See Chapter 1.
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Despite the class difference and the nature of their quarrels, al-Sartji’s three wives share
eloguence and the ability to use rare vocabulary that dazzles the judge even before the trickster
speaks. The wife in al-Magama al-1skandariyya, for instance, uses gharib and saj ‘ to display
her noble origins, to express her longing for home, and to lament the humiliation she suffered
with al-Sardji. Some of the expressions she uses are:
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Compared to the other two wives, she is the most empathic and miserable and the least obscene.
The fight between the couple in al-Iskandariyya is limited to the wife boasting of her origins,
and al-Sarji complaining about the decline of adab in ornamental language, full of rhyming
sentences, miscellaneous gharib and literary jargon, such as
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Since the judge is fond of saj ‘ (rhymed prose) and badi * (figures of style) and uses them in his
own speech (wa Ttu gisas ‘irsik, fa-barhin al-an ‘an nafsik, wa-illa kashafiu ‘an lubsik, wa-
amartu bi-zabsik), he aligns himself with the trickster and advises the wife to accept her fate
and show some mercy to her unfortunate husband, whom he rewards handsomely. The clear
unfairness of the verdict, and the favouring of eloguence (trickster) over truth (wife), depre-
cates the judge more than the trickster. Abu Zayd al-Sartj1 acts compatibly with his character
as a mukdr, whereas the judge ignores the duties and responsibilities of his job and favors elab-
orate language over desperate appeals.

The woman in al-Magama al-Tabriziyya inspires less empathy. She, however, stands for
her rights fiercely and flagrantly. She is introduced as a “tigress” and a “palfrey who refuses
bridle”® (inna matiyyati hadhih abiyyat al-giyad).>* She expresses her problem licentiously
and accuses her husband openly of preferring anal intercourse, which leaves her unsatisfied:

“he is of those who use to prowl behind the house and to take the neighbour along with the

%0 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 103.
5L Al-Hariri, Magamat, 439.
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neighbour™? (innahu mimman yadir khalfa al-dar, wa-ya khudhu al-jar bi-1-jar).>® Further-
more, she describes him with an erudite satire that demonstrates her knowledge of adab and
mastery of satire:
thou meaner than Madir, and more ill-omened than a Qashir, and more cowardly than
Safir, and flightier than Tamir, hurlest thou at me thy own shame, and thrustest thy
knife into my honour, while thou knowest that thou art contemptible than Kulameh and
more vicious than the mule of Abii Dulameh.>*
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Abii Zayd al-SariijT answers her attack with even harsher words, saying:
Woe to thee, O thou slattern, O thou strumpet, O thou bane for they husband and thy
neighbour ... Yet thou knowest, that when [ made thee a wife and gazed at the, I found
thee uglier than a monkey, ad drier than strip of hide, and tougher than a palm-fibre,
and more offensive than carrion, ad more troublesome than the cholera, and dirtier than
a menstrual cloth, and more barefaced than the bark of a tree.®
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On his deathbed, al-SartjT instructs his son to master four tools: roaming (irtikad), agility
(nashat), intelligence (fitna), and shamelessness (gika) (see Chapter 9). His graphic description
of his wife above illustrates the extent to which shamelessness can go in the Haririyya. This
tool, however, is only used in special circumstances or when the usual tools of oratory, style,
and ornamentation are not enough. The judge of Tabriz is introduced as someone “who belongs
to the number of those who appreciate parsimony and stint even tooth-pickings.”® He is, in
other words, a miser who will definitely not pay for a performance of beautiful language but
may pay to avoid embarrassment. The couple, thus, uses al-Jahiz’s aforementioned trick (Chap-

ter 4): to first show the ugly side then to speak eloguently, which means to first cause revulsion,

52 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 103.
53 al-Harir, Magamat, 440.
54 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 104.
%5 al-Harir, Magamat, 443.
%6 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 103.
57 al-Hariri, Magamat, 441.
%8 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 103.
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then shock, then wonder. Al-Sariiji and his wife employ the scheme perfectly cursing then
versing, embarrassing then displaying their badi‘ and saj °, until they exhaust the judge’s pa-
tience and force him to join their shamelessness and say: “lagad akhta at istikuma al-hufia’®
which literally translates into, “your anus has missed the ditch.” When the judge is finally worn
down, he pays both litigants a dinar each, just to leave his court.

The sexual curses, which bring to mind Ibn al-Hajjaj’s collection of curses (see previous
chapter) and al-Hamadhani’s al-Magama al-Dinariyya,®* are the first part of the ruse this
magama features. The second represents the poems that the couple compose to mercilessly
exploit the judge’s vulnerability to badi* and saj ‘. This is most obvious in the usher’s final
words to Abt Zayd al-Sariij1 and his wife:

| bear witness that ye twain are the most crafty amongst men and Jinn, but [henceforth]
respect the court of judges, and eschew therein ribaldry of speech. For not every Kadi

is a Kadi of Tebriz and not at all times will people listen to doggerel rhyme.®2
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This conclusion proves that even the most serious and frugal of the Haririyya’s judges is an
easy target of al-Sariji’s wits and tongue. Because, unlike his victims, this trickster has the
ability to go beyond the surface and adjust his tools, lexical, rhetorical, and practical, to the
needs and psyche of his audiences.

The confrontation with the judge of Ramla in the forty-third episode, runs more harmo-
niously than the previous one, mainly because the wife uses euphemisms and metonymies
(kinayar) and avoids blatant sexual references. Instead of announcing that al-SartjT refuses in-
tercourse, the woman explains that her husband only went on pilgrimage once (lam yahjuj al-

bayt siwa marra), implying that they only had intercourse once; and that even during that one

%9 al-Harir, Magamat, 445.

80 While enumerating the tricks of Banii Sasan, Abii Dulaf cites the example of “one who feigns
an internal discharge, or who showers the passers-by with his urine, or who farts in the mosque
and makes a nuisance of himself, thus wheedling money out of people.” See Bosworth, Medi-
eval Underworld, Vol. 11, 197. These obscene measures illustrate that the shamelessness of
Banii Sasan can be expressed using more than language.

61 A remarkable episode in which two beggars compete to prove who is the most insolent using
the weirdest of descriptions and the rarest of curses (see Introduction).

62 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 108.

®3 al-Hariri, Magamat, 450.
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time, he did not throw the pebble®* (lam yarmi al-jamra), a euphemism that he did not achieve
orgasm. Just as his wife does, al-Sariji defends his position using figurative language, employ-
ing the jargon of agriculture (miltu ‘an harthi la raghba, wa-lakin li-aqt bidhrah), and arguing
that he is refraining from sexual intercourse in order not to give birth to a child who will have
to share his poverty. Hearing this argument, the wife loses her euphemisms and curses him:
“Woe betide thee, thou fool, thou lack-food and lack-a-lance”®® (waylak ya marqa ‘an, ya man
huwa 1 ta ‘am wa-1a ti ‘an).%® Once again the judge takes the side of the husband and gives him
money; and even when he discovers later that the trickster has fooled him, he recalls his mas-
tery of language and says, “Allah confound him! How charming are his ways and how exquisite
his arts”®" (gatalahu allah fa-ma ahsan shujianah wa-amlah funinah).®® The judge then sends
the couple even more money, “two mantles and a purse of coins.”®°

These three magamat share their use of figures of style (tawriya, metonymy, euphemism)
and strange vocabulary, to illustrate the power of language and its firm grip over those who are
supposed to be “the key for the truth and the openers [of justice] amongst mankind”’® (mifiah
li-I-hag, wa-fattah bayn al-khalg).”* Instead of uncovering trickery and depicting truth, the
three judges stop short at only expressing their fascination with language, enjoying its orna-
ments and rhymes, and failing to detect the intentions of the plaintiffs. Abli Zayd al-Sardj, in
contrast, studies the judges’ personalities and preferences and adapts his language to accom-
modate their needs. He selects his vocabulary and rhetorical tools depending on the nature of
his audience: he begs using poetry and metonymies with the admirers of adab (Judges of Ramla
and Alexandria), and shocks using obscenities with misers (judge of Tabriz). The three judges
are easily duped, vulnerable, and rigid. Abii Zayd al-Sariji, in contrast, is flexible, preceptive,
and resourceful. He represents everything that they search for, and by being himself he ques-

tions their legitimacy and role in society.

% “Throwing of the jamarat [place of pebbles]” is part of the annual Islamic Hajj pilgrimage.
During the ritual, pilgrims throw pebbles at three walls (formerly pillars), called jamarat, in
the city of Mina, east of Mecca.

65 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 143.

% al-Hariri, Magamat, 517.

67 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 146.

68 al-Hariri, Magamat, 521.

69 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 146.

70 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 87.

! al-Hariri, Magamat, 412.
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2.2. The Son as Accomplice

Unlike the wives, who are only present in the magamat in a context of litigation, Abli Zayd’s
son appears more frequently accompanied by a multitude of motifs, including slavery, literary
theft, seduction, and recalcitrance. The common feature that holds these different scenarios
together is the use of badi “ or figures of style as a conning tool, a well-suited device that can,
as Lara Harb notes, “mislead and obscure.”’? In al-Magama al-Ma ‘arriyya and al-Magama al-
Zabidiyya, al-Sartji and his son use tawriya to fool their victims (Judge of Ma ‘arra and the
narrator). In al-Magama al-Shi ‘riyya, they use paronomasia or jinas. And in al-Magama al-
Sa ‘diyya, they use tibag or antonymy to argue both in favor and against su ‘al (begging). To
Abil Zayd al-Sartji, all verbal means are permissible so long as they resonate with the desires
of the targeted audience.”

Each of these episodes uses a remarkable amount of gharib vocabulary, always propor-
tionally and compatibly with the theme of the episode and the demands of the addressees. The
most obscure episode is al-Ma ‘arriyya, in which al-Sarijt and his son first fight over a needle,
which is described in a series of double-meaning words that can also apply to a slave woman,
and then over a kohl pencil whose attributes also apply to a slave man. By using double-en-
tendre, the difference between reality (needle/ kohl pencil) and illusion (slave woman/ slave
man) fades, and the sexual references prioritize the latter over the former. In reference to the
needle/ slave woman, al-Sarjt uses the following expressions:

U4 dead (al G B (alilad 55 3 JB55 (IS Gl el Ay 4SSl
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Following the example of his father, Zayd describes the eyeliner with a set of terms that applies
to the phallus as well:
o 088 o O AT B e B 058 5y AL ¢ V) 8T L (ol i & Sl
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72 Harb, Arabic Poetics, 72.

3 Al-Magama al-Rahbiyya, is the one exception in which al-Sariiji abandons his usual linguis-
tic tools to rely on pure seduction, using his handsome son as bait to entice the judge. Never-
theless, he does so by exploiting the judge’s weakness for young men. The choice for this motif
is perhaps to emphasize the common feature between all judges: they are all blind to intentions
and content and seduced by external beauty, be it linguistic or bodily. See al-Hariri, Magamat,
89-97.

" 1bid, 69-71.

’ Ibid, 71.
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Confronted with stylistic and lexical ambiguity, the judge loses his temper and shouts, “Speak
clearly, or be off!”"® (imma an tubina wa-illa fa-bina), then later “Yes, directly!” (th bi-ghayri
tamwih).”” These sentences may articulate the firmness of the judge, yet they also unveil his
admiration for paronomasia: tubina (clarify)/ bina (be off); th (answer)/ tamwih (camouflage).
After these two threats, the litigants begin to speak clearly, explaining their puzzling references,
then begging for charity. Instead of scolding or condemning them, the judge is beguiled by
their rawriyat and says admiringly:

Oh rare! How admirable are the breathings of thy mouth; well done! Should I say of

thee, were it not for the guile that is in thee.”® )

79 el £158 Y 5l ol U 5 ol il el L ol

Similar to the judges discussed before, the judge of Maarra falls into the trap of being beguiled
by badi “ and forgives the trickster and his son for their attempt to deceive him.

In al-Magama al-Shi ‘riyya, Abt Zayd al-Sariji accuses his son of plagiarizing his verses,
copying two-thirds verbatim and omitting the rest (agdama ‘ala abyati al-thulathiyya, fa-
hadhafa minha juz ayn). After the two poems are recited, Abii Zayd is proven right. The son
objects, however, and argues that he never heard the original poem and that it is accidental
plagiarism (innama ittafaqa tawarud al-khawatir). The judge who is familiar with plagiarism
and its degrees® proposes a challenge, in which the defendant and the plaintiff alternately im-
provise ten verses, using jinas or paronomasia. The judge describes his choice for jinas as
follows:

Of all kinds of eloquence, | am fondest of zajnis, and I look upon it as the chief of them.
So, string now ten verses, weaving them with its colouring, broidering them with its
ornament. And put in them the tale of my condition in respect to a mistress of mine,

who is rare of form, dark red of lip, graceful in undulation, but full of pride.8!

6 Ibid, 72.

T bid, 73.

78 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 150.

7 al-Hariri, Magamat, 76.

8 He asks: “hal hina saraqa, salakha (lit. skinning) am masakha (lit. metamorphosis).” Naskh
means copying words and meanings as they are, without any change. Salkh means taking only
a part of the meaning. Maskh means changing the meaning into something else. Of course, the
more change the better the plagiarism. For examples of each type, see Ibn al-Athir, “Chapter
30: al-Sarigat al-shi ‘riyya” in al-Mathal al-sa ‘ir, 218-292.

8 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 238.
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As the reader would expect, both father and son prove to be identical in their literary skills and
produce together twenty instances of paronomasia®. Bewitched by their craft and beguiled by
the similarities between them, the judge announces, “I testify before God that ye are the Far-
gadan of heaven, and like a pair of fire-staves.”® He then gives both money and expensive
garments. After the two tricksters leave, they send the narrator back to the judge to accomplish
the last part of the scheme: recognition. Al-Sariji’s instructions are simple: “show him the folly
of his heart, and how I have played with his understanding”®® (bayyin lah ghabawat qalbih wa-
til ‘abi bi-lubbih®). The narrator thus returns to the judge to deliver the message and ridicule
him openly, again using paronomasia, the judge’s favorite kind of eloquence. Ibn Hammam
says:
Now when I was in presence of the Governor, whose hall was by now empty ... he said,
“I conjure thee by God, art thou not he who lent him the suit?”” (dast)- I said, “No, by
Him who has set thee on that cushion, (dast) I am not the owner of the suit, (dast) but
thou art he against whom the game (dast) has gone.®’
Wy Calib (dll o jlef Al Gl i By J8 () 4l DA a5 15l & puan Ll
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In forensic episodes, al-Harith ibn Hammam usually acts as a bystander, his role being limited
to attending the scene and narrating it. In al-Magama al-Shi riyya, however, he acts as a mes-
senger and criticizes the judge for an obsession that he himself shares and actively seeks in
several episodes. The subject of criticism, consequently, is not paronomasia and eloquence, but
the person who is allowed to seek and compose them. The one difference between the narrator
and the judge is their responsibility, or more accurately, their positionality. This explains why
al-Harith ibn Hammam points to the “Him who has set thee on that cushion,” meaning he who

appointed you judge. Correspondingly, those who hold responsibilities, are more condemnable

82 al-Hariri, Magamat, 227-228.
8 bid, 228-9.

84 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 239.
8 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 242.
8 al-Hariri, Magamat, 233.

87 al-Harir1, Assemblies I, 242.
8 al-Hariri, Magamat, 234.
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in the Haririyya than the educated elite whose preoccupation with adab wastes their money
and time, but whose activities do not impact their duties.

In addition to tawriya and jinas, which emphasize resemblance and likeness, al-Sartji
and his son display their difference and opposition using antonyms in contexts of disobedience
and ingratitude. In al-Magama al-Sa ‘diyya, for example, al-Sartji accuses his son of recalci-
trance (‘ugiiq) as a ruse to provoke the judge’s vanity and need for praise. This episode employs
different degrees of antonymy, which heightens as the plot progresses: first by describing two
different characters, a trembling old man (shaykh balr al-riyash badr al-irti ‘ash) and strong a
young lad (ghulam ka-annah dirgham); second by using a series of antitheses (in agdamtu
ahjam, idha a ‘rabtu a jam, idha adhkaytu akhmad); and third, by employing tibag (two oppo-
site words) and mugabala (two opposite sentences); finally, composing two contradictory po-
ems, one about virtue, contentment, and moderation and the other on the perks of begging.

In this episode, al-Hariri displays one of premodernity’s favorite literary genres: al-
Mahasin wa-1-masawi’ or merits and faults (see Chapter 1). Since this magama’s subject is
su’al (begging) and talawwun (chameleonism) both are represented with a rich and rare lexi-
con,®® which causes the son to finally admit the validity of his father’s logic and agrees that
begging is a positive occupation. However, the son argues that even if he submits to his father’s
will and becomes a beggar, he will not gain any money because all people are close-fisted. The
son dupes the judge with this argument. Offended by the suggestion that all people are misers
(ghadiba li-1-kiram wa-a ‘zama tabkhil sa ir al-anam), which implicates him, the judge decides
to prove the son wrong and rewards al-Sartiji generously. Unlike other judges in the Haririyya,
who discover their stupidity and foolishness after it is too late to do anything about it, the judge
in al-Magama al-Sa ‘diyya is kept in the dark, unassuming of his ignorance and content in his
vanity.

These six magamat, those that feature the wives (Mt. 9, 40, 45) and those that feature the
son (Mt. 8, 23, 37) illustrate how Abi Zayd al-SartijT can deceive justice by using euphemisms,
figures of style, double-figures, and specialized jargon. The trickster and his accomplices al-
ways win the argument and receive substantial rewards. Except for the woman of Alexandria,
the protagonists enter the scene as opposites and merge by the end, and the only one who loses,
every time, is the figure representing justice. Every judge fails to go beyond the surface level
of language and loses his judiciousness and good judgment in the presence of adab (Mt. 8, 9,

23, 37), obscenity (Mt. 40,45), and figures of speech. Besides these episodes, which share the

8 See: al-Harir1, Magamat, 406-415.
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same characters and linguistic tools, al-HarirT also composes two unconventional magamat, in
which al-Sartji confronts men in power, alone without an accomplice, to critique their conduct.
In al-Magama al-Raziyya, the trickster openly rebukes the governor of Rayy and “takes the
cause of the oppressed and speaks truth to power.”*® In al-Magama al-Marwiyya, al-Sariiji
composes a long panegyric to the governor, which eventually turns into an insolent poem when
he denies him reward.

Alone or accompanied by his accomplices, al-Sartiji is always against authority and men
in power. When the charms of language fail, he turns to insults as a last resort. In other words,
al-Sar(yj first opts for showcasing the curiosities of language before using its transgressive and
verbally abusive properties. Although the tools of deception that are used against the literati
are different from the ones used against men in power, they all have a foundation in an ability
to argue one’s case and convince the other party (logos). Conversely, with the masses al-Sarji
abandons fancy words and misleading rhetorical figures and focuses on emotions (pathos),

emphasizing death, punishment, and infernal hell.

I1. Persuading the Masses with Pathos

1. Problematic Episodes

Unlike the previous magamat, in which Abt Zayd al-Sartiji confronts the literati and judges to
prove his superiority and challenge authority, in the magamat that feature commoners al-Sartji
is neutral toward his audience. He opts for persuasion instead of convincing. Addressing the
general, ordinary public, al-Sar@iji does not resort to any of the above tools, be they lipograms,
riddles, figures of style, or gharib vocabulary. In this particular social context, al-Sarji’s au-
dience is composed of an uneducated class that is not preoccupied with learnedness or writerly
culture. The key to their pockets is through emotions, morality, religion, and their fear of death
and the afterlife. The trickster, therefore, removes the hat of the lettered man and wears the hat
of the preacher, limiting his primary mode of discourse to exhortation, instead of adab.
Al-Harir composed six exhortatory magamat which he positions strategically in his
book. The importance of exhortation (wa z) in the Haririyya, as Kilito notes, shows in their
distribution in the book, as
six magamat among fifty are exhortatory: the first, the eleventh, the twenty-first, thirty-

first, forty-first, and the fiftieth ... Here we have a very precise order, which divides the

% Cooperson, Impostures, 190.
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book into five parts, each of them includes ten magamat, which opens with an exhorta-
tory magama.®*
The six exhortatory magamat play a structural role in the Haririyya, in that they function as
transitional stops that announce the beginning of each part. These magamat break the usual
ambiguity and display of elaborate language and supply a repeating admonitory message. Fur-
thermore, they rely on a plot that is indeed basic and redundant (see the table below). These
magamat are not only easier than the other episodes, but they also lack the comedy, embellish-
ment, and learnedness of the ones we have seen so far. They strike one as being out of place.

Exhortatory episodes are thus problematic and suggest many readings. One possible read-
ing is that exhortation breaks the dominant critical tone toward a culture of erudition in the
Haririyya, shifting from jest to seriousness, and from ambiguity to relative clarity. This reading
is confirmed by al-HarirT’s own words in the preface when he says: “Whenever I change the
pasture | have no purpose but to inspirit the reader, and to increase the number of those who
shall seek my book”®? (ma qasadtu bi-\-ihmad fih illa tanshit gari’th wa-takthir sawad
talibih).®® In this sense, al-Harir1 offers less ambiguous episodes to readers who do not fully
master the different branches of the ‘arabiyya and prepares them for the more complicated
episodes that are yet to come. Exhortatory magamat, according to the above, can be understood
as an initiation to the book’s various parts, or perhaps as a recreational break from the taxing
demands ambiguity, gharib, and badi - make on the reader. Conversely, one may argue that al-
Harir1 simply did not expect the literati to understand his literary and writerly episodes, so he
gave them more suitable magamat for their comprehension. This reading is compatible with
the author’s mockery and critique of the educated class.

Another possible reading is that exhortatory episodes could function as occasions to take
a peek at commoners, a desire that the elite expressed since the 3</9+ century, especially con-
sidering Abt al-"Ibar’s treatises (see Chapter 5). Unlike the latter, however, al-Har1r1’s exhor-
tatory episodes are neither humorous nor meaningless. He describes them in the preface as
“mawa ‘iz mubkiyar*®* or “tear-moving exhortations.”®® Reading them, the elite would not feel

superior to the masses, but perhaps understand they are similar. Both the elite and commoners

o1 Kilita, al-Magamat, 197.

92 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 106.
93 al-Hariri, Magamat, 7.

% 1bid, 6.

% al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 106.
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share a propensity to commit immoral deeds and they both fear death. They also share a sus-
ceptibility to the trickster’s tools and a weakness for oratory.

Interestingly, empathy in the Haririyya is only afforded to the commoners but never to
the elite. Despite their portrayal as anonymous, emotional, and deceivable crowds, the com-
moners are allowed the final word in the Magamat. In the fiftieth episode, al-Magama al-
Basriyya,*® al-Hariri breaks from the repetitive plot of the other exhortations to describe the
trickster’s sudden repentance while delivering a sermon in his native city of Basra. Here, the
commoners are not depicted as bystanders who merely witness the repentance, but they also
contribute to the change by praying for Abu Zayd al-Sariiji. Al-Harith ibn Hammam narrates:

Forthwith the congregation commenced to aid him with their prayer, while he turned
his face heavenward, until his eyelids brimmed with tears and his agitation became
conspicuous, when he cried out: “Allah is greatest! The sign of acceptance has ap-
peared, and the veil of doubt is removed, May ye then, O folks of dear Basra, be re-
warded with the reward of Him who guides out of perplexity.®’
b 4dlan ) 1y s aAfladl ciaad o ) L) 3 agd s i) a5 eleally o345 A Ledd) il
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The implication of this closure is twofold. First, al-Hariri pays homage to the people of his city,
portraying them as being the only audience that was not deceived by the trickster’s words, thus,
rendering him silent and forcing him to repent. Second, al-HarirT again, by implicitly compar-
ing the educated class to the commoners, criticizes them for constantly falling for Abii Zayd

al-Sarji’s trickeries and failing to influence his behavior as the commoners have done.

2. Structure and Basic Linguistic Tools

Owing to their obvious resemblance of exhortatory episodes to one another, they can be de-

scribed as follows:

% | discuss this magama in more detail in Chapter 9.
97 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 181.
%8 al-Hariri, Magamat, 592.



Place Subject
. Forgetting death
M1 suﬂ:‘; and cherishing
a ephemeral life.
The inevitability

M11 Cemetery of death and
shortness of life
1« speech: hisab,

Public and the afterlife.

M21 square 2m speech: jus-

a tice, and the af-
terlife.
Road to __—

M31 Mecca Pilgrimage
Obsessing over
ephemeral life;

M4L | Mosque forgetting the af-

terlife.
A panegyric on

M50 Public Bgsra, confes-

square sion, then re-
pentance.

Compensation

Brings the audience
to tears and then
takes their money.

Tears then money.

Tears from the gen-
eral audience, re-
ward from the gover-
nor.

No compensation

The trickster and his
son receive money.

The audience prays

for the new repent-

ant, then gives him
alms.

Trickery
Double-faced:
renouncing
pleasure in pub-
lic then drinking
in private

No ruse

Double-faced

No trick; inten-
tions finally
match deeds.
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Linguistic tools

Straightforward language

An increasing amount of

gharib, using it less with

the commoners and more
with the governor.

hajj jargon

Clear speech

These episodes share multiple patterns. The optimal space, for instance, is always public and
open. Some locations are religious, such as Mecca and mosques; other locations, such as cem-
eteries, soften the coldest of hearts,*® but they are all accessible to common people. The audi-
ence is not a host, nor are they guests or party-crashers. They are simple people who happen to
be present when the trickster is performing. Furthermore, they are anonymous and less privi-
leged than the other audiences in the Haririyya. Their reward for the trickster, as a result, is
small: prayers, tears, and a few coins.

The trickster usually delivers his exhortations alone, except in the two episodes where he
recruits an assistant to introduce him (M1) or to help him in the ruse (M41). As for the narrator,
he acts mainly as the agent who discovers the true face of Abti Zayd al-Sartji. Unveiling the
double-faced character of the trickster is a recurrent motif in the Haririyya and takes different
forms: by interrogating al-Sariji, following him to his hiding place, or even acting as his ac-
complice to make him reveal his identity. In the exhortatory episodes, however, it suffices to
catch him drinking alcohol. The use of alcohol as a marker of hypocrisy and the double-faced

behavior of the trickster is inspired by al-Hamadhani’s al-Magama al-Khamriyya, in which the

% In his commentary, al-Sharishi enlists the main ahadith, accounts, and examples of poetry
about the impact visiting cemeteries has on cold hearts. See al-Sharishi, Sharh, vol. |, 311-5.
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narrator and his friends are beaten in the mosque for drinking alcohol, but discover in the fol-
lowing day that the Imam, who previously incited people to punish them is a drinker himself.

In terms of language, the exhortations are similar. Abii Zayd al-Sarj1 tailors his curious
linguistic products (gharib, rhetorical figures, lipograms, etc.) to the audience’s financial and
intellectual ability. The literati seek curiosities and pay generously for them, while the unedu-
cated neither understand nor can afford them. Al-Sarji, therefore, hardly uses recherché words
and rhetorical figures in these episodes. Instead, he repeats the same motifs: denouncing
ephemeral pleasures, reminding the audience of mortality and hell, and urging them to repent
and be charitable. Abu Zayd al-Sartji leverages his wit and silver tongue to play on the emo-
tions of his recipients and saves his erudition for those who can afford to pay for it.

While al-Sartiji simplifies his vocabulary and refrains from jugglery, al-Harith ibn
Hammam uses rare words in his narration and acts as the one and only erudite man in these
episodes. When al-Sarji refrains from displaying learnedness, the narrator intervenes and uses
unusual words.*% This vocabulary highlights the gap between the narrator and the commoners
in these magamat and demonstrates his inability to adapt his linguistic tools to different cir-
cumstances. Unlike the trickster who acts as a chameleon, changing his identities, faces, styles,
vocabularies, and tools, al-Harith ibn Hammam is inflexibly the same, fixated on the toolkit of
adab even when the context demands other tools.

The episodes with the commoners in the Haririyya do not involve enmity or challenge.
Consequently, they are less playful and hardly comical. The speech at times is indeed serious
and relies on so much persuasion that the trickster himself believes his own speech (Mt. 31 and
50). The identification with the performance never occurs in the episodes involving the elite,
because the language is embellished and ornamented to highlight the mockery the trickster
directs at the elite and their “alienation.”!®* Al-HarTrT’s ihmad or “change of pasture” is not
limited to shifting from seriousness to humour, pathos to logos, pious speech to elaborate writ-
erly performances. It also involves shifting from empathy to apathy. Despite his occasional

identification with the commoners, al-Sar@iji remains a half-outsider. His sophisticated

10 For instance, in M1 the narrator uses numerous rare words such as hanidh, mathafin,
mahy ‘ah. Al-Harir1, Magamat, 10-15; and in M21 he describes the trickster saying: shaykh gqad
tagawwasa, wa-iq ‘ansasa, wa-tagalnsa, wa-tatallasa (“an old man, bowed and with a breast-
hunch, and he wore the cap and the cloak™). Al-Harir1, Magamat, 200; Assemblies 1, 224.

101 The trickster’s use of language with the literati brings to mind Brecht’s concept of Verfrem-
dungseffekt, in which both actor and spectator are constantly reminded of the performative
nature of the speech to prevent all empathy. See Brecht, “Alienation Effect in Chinese Acting,”
in Brecht on Theatre, ed. John Willett (New York: Hill and Wang, 1966), 91-99.
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knowledge of language and his shrewd trickeries do not allow him to be part of the crowd. His
people will forever remain the tribe of Banii Sasan, despite being featured in a minor form in

the Haririyya.

I11. Guiding the Banu Sasan with Ethos

1. Banii Sasan in the Haririyya

The Bant Sasan tribe includes “various ethnicities and confessions, outcasts of various

102 and “anyone who practices cunning, deceit, and trickery.”*%® All tricksters, criminals,

tribes,
street performers, and strangers can be identified as one of them. In the Book of Charlatans,
al-Jawbari goes as far as claiming that almost all people have some connection to the tribe of
Banii Sasan (yadkhulu fih jami‘ al-tawa’if, wa-yata ‘allaqu bih akthar al-khalg).'®* As with
other tribes, the members of the Bant Sasan tribe are bound by social constraints. Kristina
Richardson explains:
Rather than constituting a mysterious, dysfunctional social group, the Banii Sasan seem
to have organized themselves in ways ordinary for the time. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the Banti Sasan lose some of their mystery, but one clearly sees that their social
patterns are not deviant or even obscure. They actually accord with traditional tribal
hierarchies in medieval Islam and behave as one would expect a commercial nomadic
tribe to behave, that is, they share a common line of descent (from Shaykh Sasan), have
a recognized leader, reproduce their customs and trades generationally (begging, enter-
taining) and speak a tribal dialect (lughat al-skaykh Sasan).1%
Following in the steps of al-Jahiz, Ibn al-Hajjaj, Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji, and al-Hamadhani, al-
Hariri displays the peculiar ethos of the Bant Sasan social group in his Magamat, but only in
two episodes. The limited presence of this group in the Haririyya is indeed remarkable. Though
the genre is associated with displaying their argot and curiosities, al-HarirT shows little interest

in them. In this context, Himeen-Anttila notes that

the Sasanian poem of Abt Dulaf and the magamat of al-Hamadhani may have provided

a hole for peeping into the life of the underworld, but in al-Hariri, the reality of the

102 K ristina Richardson, “Tracing a Gypsy Mixed Language through Medieval and Early Mod-
ern Arabic and Persian Literature,” in Der Islam, 94(1) (2017), 117.

103 al-Jawbari, The Book of Charlatans, 99.

104 1hid, 98.

105 Kristina Richardson, “Tracing a Gypsy Mixed Language,” 122.
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scenes has been dimmed. The scenes are not revealing the way the lower classes led
their lives and they do not aim at being realistic. Al-Hariri is not giving sketches of the
street life of the 12™ century but setting pieces of superb artistic prose into its by now
conventional frames.1%
This point is legitimate if one compares the Haririyya to the Hamadhaniyya. However, al-
HarirT was not concerned with the underworld, but with the educated class whose learnedness
he shared, and for that he amplified the aesthetic, linguistically elaborate aspect of his work
and reduced the social aspect. Another reason, which | explain more thoroughly in Part 111, is
that al-HarirT does not want his trickster to be similar to the free-roving characters whom Abu
Dulaf and al-Hamadhani portray. He constructs his trickster as a dramatic figure, with little
moments of familiarity and belonging, who suffers from exile and yearning, an everlasting
stranger who constantly feels as one (see Chapters 8 and 9).

Al-Harir, nevertheless, emulates the model of al-Hamadhani and composes two episodes
on the Banii Sasan, perhaps as an homage to his predecessor, or because he also shared the
fascination with their slang and unique ethos. The first episode is al-Magama al-Sariyya, in
which the Banii Sasan gather to attend the wedding of two beggars. The second is al-Magama
al-Sasaniyya in which Abt Zayd al-SartjT is on his death-bed summarizing the secrets of the
trade for his son. The two episodes share the same motifs: praising begging, encouraging
shamelessness, and using argot. They both feign seriousness to display the unique and counter-
ethos of the Banii Sasan and reduce the role of the narrator to the very minimum. To illustrate,
it would suffice to closely read al-Magama al-Siriyya to understand how al-Hariri portrays

this unusual audience in a “carnivalesque” manner.1%’

2. A Carnivalesque magama: al-Magama al-Siriyya

In the episodes that feature the elite, al-Harith ibn Hammam is always accepted automatically
by the host group while Abli Zayd al-Sariiji is denied entrance (see Chapter 8). In al-Magama
al-Sariyya, however, it is the other way around: the trickster acts as the host of the party and
its most eminent figure, while the narrator plays the role of an unwelcomed party-crasher. It is
a “carnivalesque™'% episode, in which the banished is a prosperous host, the educated man is

an unwelcomed guest, and the strange is normal.

196 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 169.

W7 al-Magama al-Sasaniyya is discussed thoroughly in Chapter 9.

108 J.A. Cuddon, “Carnivalization/carnivalesque,” in Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary
Theory (London: Penguin, 1999), 111-112.
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Al-Harith narrates that he arrived in Egypt and encountered a group of splendid-looking
men who were heading to a wedding party. The group shows little interest in the narrator,
barely answering his question and not inviting him to the wedding. Al-Harithm, nevertheless,
joins them to witness the party. He recounts:

So I inquired for the sake of procuring me a pleasure-trip, about the troop and their

destination, when | was told that the people were witnesses and their goal a wedding to

be witnessed. Then the sprightliness of youth urged me to fare along with the foragers,

S0 as to obtain a share in the sweets of the bridal scatterings get some delicacies of the

festive board.1%°
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Arriving at the party, however, al-Harith ibn Hammam does not find sweets or delicacies. What
he finds instead is a mansion with “strange furniture” and vestibules adorned with “tattered
garments and begging baskets”'*! (dihlizuha mujallal bi-atmar mukharraqa wa-mukallal bi-
makharif mu ‘allaga).**? After inquiring, he discovers that the mansion “has no distinct owner
and no manifest master, it is but the inn of the importune beggars and low artisans and the den
of ballad-singers and rehearsers of the traditions™'? (laysa laha malik mu ‘ayyan wa-1a sahib
mubayyan. innama hiya mistabat al-muqgayyifin wa-l-mudarwazin wa-walijat al-mushaqshigin
wa-l-mujalwizin).*** In the Hamadhaniyya, the Banii Sasan are placed in open arenas, acCessi-
ble to everyone’s eyes.!™® In contrast, al-HarirT depicts them as a community that can afford
luxury, and who can seem normal on the surface. He breaks the stereotypes about them by
showing them wearing elegant garments, and owning a mansion with “state-chairs, spread car-
pets, cushions laid in rows, and arrayed curtains.” Allowing normality to this group makes
them even stranger to the narrator who repeatedly expresses his fear, reluctance, and the need
to leave.

The markers that identify them as the Banii Sasan, that is to say, the rags and begging

baskets, are not totally omitted, however, as they hang on the walls. This is a sign that this party

109 31-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 26.

110 al-Hartr1, Magamat, 313.

11 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 26.

112 al-Harir1, Magamat, 313.

113 31-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 26.

114 al-Hariri, Magamat, 314.

115 See for example al-Hamadhant’s al-Magama al-Sasaniyya.
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is only a temporary break from their normal way of life, and their one opportunity to act as the
better half: the elite. The one single element that is not suspended in the carnivalesque scene is
the shameless language and the mockery.
Officiating the wedding, Abl Zayd al-SarjjT begins his speech with formal praise for
God and his Prophets, then proceeds to unusual praise for begging, which he argues is a me-
dium to bring the poor justice (li-yantasifa li-1-fugara’ min al-aghniya’). Finally reaching the
topic of matrimony al-SarjT says:
Allah, be He exalted, has made matrimony a law so that you may be chaste, and insti-
tuted propagation so that you may multiply. ... Now this is Abii al-Darraj Wallaj [in-
goer], son of Kharraj [out-goer], lord of the impudent face, and manifest mendacity, of
yelping and shouting, of importunity and persistency in begging; -who woos the shrew
of her people, fit mate of her husband, Qanbas [spit-fire]. Daughter of Abu ‘Anbas
[frowning lion], for the sake of that which reached him of her being clad with pertinac-
ity, and her excessiveness in stooping to beggary, and her quickness in grasping a live-
lihood, and her rising after a fall, along with her combativeness. And he has lavished

upon her for a dowry a wallet and ferruled stick, together with a kerchief and a pitcher.
116
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Parody, as Antoon notes, is a “writing against tradition. It involves appropriating the narrative,
context, style, persona ... then redeploying in such a way as to serve different, and inverted
purposes.”!® This is exactly what Abii Zayd al-Sariiji does in this scene. He emulates the style
and tone of a traditional speech, cites the word of God, then introduces the couple in an inverted
manner. In contrast to the normal officiating speech, in which the groom and the bride are
praised for their lineage and possessions, and in which dowry consists of she-camels and jew-

elry, the present bride and groom are praised for their shameless tongues and tricks, and their
dowry consists of basic tools which every beggar need. The description might seem shocking

116 al-Hariri, Assemblies I1, 28-29.
117 al-Hariri, Magamat, 318-9.
118 Antoon, The Poetics of the Obscene, 45.
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to outsiders (i.e., the narrator). To the Banii Sasan, however, it is perfectly compatible with
their ethos and customs; for they believe, that “a man held worth for his wealth, not his pedi-
gree, and inquiry is made after his gain, not after his deserts™'® (al-mar’ bi-nashbih la bi-
nasabih, wa-I-fahs ‘an maksabih la ‘an hasabih).**°

Here, the harmony between Abii Zayd al-Sariiji and his audience is incomparable. To
them, he is not a curious interlocutor giving an entertaining performance, or displaying rare
words, but rather one of the community’s guiding figures. He is one “who has roved and
roamed, who has been young and waxed old in adversity”*?* (jala wa-jab, wa-shabba fi al-
kudya wa-shab).*?? In this context, the trickster liberates his tongue from trickery, erudition,
and learnedness, and speaks the language of his people: their argot.*?®

To highlight the unusual nature of this social group, al-Harir1 presents the scene through
the eyes of the outsider/narrator. In this sense, the Haririyya’s episodes are always in need of
an outsider; thus, when al-Sardji is at home, the narrator adopts his strangerhood. Al-Harith is
portrayed in an anxious state, overwhelmed by the oddity of Banti Sasan, although he is the
one who constantly seeks curiosities. His preoccupation with finding a way out distracts him
from both the slang and the events of the party. He waits for al-Sarji to finish his speech, and
for people to take their seats, then he “slips out of the row and flees from the throng.”*?*

As Bakhtin would say, everything in this episode is “carnivalesque.” It questions nor-
mality, introduces alternatives, and offers liberation from social conventions. The magama dis-
plays a reversed world, where rags are decoration, begging is a virtue, and insults are praise.
Unlike the other magamat, in which the trickster is performing for strangers to ridicule them
or take their money, in the magamat featuring Banti Sasan, he is a part of a community, able
to be himself, and speak in his tongue. His usual strangeness and eccentric behavior are dif-

fused in a larger picture in which the unconventional become conventional.

119 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 170.

120 al-Hariri, Magamat, 571.

121 3l-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 27,

122 al-Hariri, Magamat, 316.

123 Argot in this magama manifests in Banii Sasan’s tools: makhraf (beggar’s basket), shallag
(wallet), siga “ (kerchief) karraz (pouch)), and their different types of beggars: al-mugayyifin,
al-mudarwizin, al mushagshigin, and al-mujalwizin.

124 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 29.
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Conclusion: A Chameleon Tongue

Throughout the Haririyya, al-Sariiji displays the different varieties of his chameleon character.
He changes his hats, identities, roles, and gender. He also changes his vocabulary, rhetorical
figures, and modes of persuasion. Confronting the elite, he uses jargon, gharib, badi ‘, parono-
masia, tawriya, antonyms, riddles, and lipograma. In the presence the commoners, he drops all
his linguistic tools, lexical and rhetorical, and replaces them with quotations from the Qur’an
and solemn speeches. With the people to whose midst he belongs, al-Sariji uses argot and
parody to demonstrate the peculiar system of beliefs that binds the Banti Sasan. The abilities

of al-Sar@iji’s chameleon tongue may be illustrated as follows:

Recipients Mode of Persuasion Vocabulary Rhetorical figures and imagery
Literati logos Jargon, gharib Riddles, lipograms, double-entendre
double-figures of style: double-entendre,
. Obscene language, tibag (antonymy), mugdabala (opposed
Men in Power logos .
gharib sentences), Paronomasia, homonymy,
euphemism and metonymy
Commoners Pathos ) --
Simple language
Banii Sasan Ethos Argot, gharib Argot, parody

Abt Zayd al-Sariji adopts different kinds of gharib vocabulary (Bedouin, jargon, transgres-
sive, and argot), shifts between the three pillars of Aristotle’s rhetorical triangle (logos, pathos,
and ethos), and deceives through different misleading figures of style (paronomasia, double-
entendre, riddles, lipogram, homonymy, antitheses, antonymy), depending on his relationship
with his audience. In the Haririyya, neutrality is the weakest emotion, producing simple and
accessible episodes. Enmity incites all kinds of trickeries, embellishments, and ambiguities. As
for belonging and familiarity, they are hardly present, but they nevertheless offer the trickster
the rare opportunity to be himself and to take a break from strangerhood.

Al-Harirm was highly attuned to the various ways in which readers would receive his
work. In a sense, one may argue that the whole work is a dramatization of this knowledge. The
relationship between the trickster and his different addressees influences the episodes linguis-
tically and affectively. The present chapter has been an attempt to clarify the linguistic impact
of al-SartijT on his different audiences and the end to which he uses language. The affective

aspect, however, is yet to be dealt with. Owing to the association between ornamented language
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and the absence of substance in the modern reception of the Haririyya (see Chapters 2 and 3),
the affective dimension of the work and the emotional state of its trickster has not been studied
so far. To fill this gap, the following three chapters move from the use of vocabulary and dif-
ferent rhetorical devices to the inner feelings of the trickster, his longing, feelings of banish-
ment, instances of recognition, companionship, exile, and existential angst. | will, therefore,
shift from the second connotation of gharib, that is, a rare vocabulary that comes from remote

tribes to its other connotation, meaning a stranger who is far away from home.



Part 111

Being a Gharib

“Listen, you! Thou art the stranger in what you mean.”
g 8y 2l Gl 1

Al-Tawhidi, al-Isharat al-ilahiyya
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Preface

Philip Kennedy once asked rhetorically: “What are the magamat if not a long cycle of wander-
ing impostures?”! This question is answered affirmatively in many episodes of the
Hamadhaniyya, and almost every episode of the Haririyya. The trickster and the narrator
hardly rest. They are constantly moving through landscapes, traveling arbitrarily to different
destinations, jumping randomly from one adventure to the next, from one place to another, and
from one audience to the next. During their journeys, the two characters reflect on their posi-
tionality in space and on their movement with a rich vocabulary, which diversifies into a great
number of words and expressions that describe walking, riding, running, yearning, separation,
homesickness, rootlessness, and exile. Thus, if the center of the episodes is dedicated to the
trickster’s discourse about adab and gharib vocabulary, the beginning and end of the magamat
are usually dedicated to reflecting on strangerhood and voyaging, be it in the narrator’s de-
scription of the journey in prose, or the trickster’s speculations on trickery, home, time, and
exile in verse. In other words, while the essence of the magamat revolves around strange jar-
gon, its frame is usually dedicated to portraying the main characters as restless wanderers, and
strangers.

The educated narrator stands for the vibrant age of the Buyid era in which the magama

29 ¢ 99 ¢ 99 ¢

was conceived, and in which “individualism,” “self-awareness,” “competitiveness,” “cosmo-
politanism,” and “secularism” dominated the intellectual scene.? As a result, “Poets, scholars,
and secretaries roved from court to court, transferring allegiance with impressive ease, readily
shifting landscape and horizon, always strangers, never *home’.”® As for the trickster, he rep-
resents those who made a name for themselves on the literary scene using roaming, trickery,
obscenity, libertinism, and frivolousness, such as Abi al-'Anbas al-Sayrami, al-Ahnaf al-
‘Ukbari, Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji, and al-Aqta“ al-Kafi (Chapter 5). Consequently, the magama
genre in general, and the Haririyya in particular, gives voice to two types of travelers that
dominated the literary scene: the educated elite who sought adab as entertainment, and the
mukaddzs (wandering beggars) who used it as merchandise.

In Part I11, I argue that the Haririyya combines two contradictory experiences of stranger-

hood. The first is positive and privileged, associated with profit and curiosity, and represented

1 Kennedy, Recognition, 247.
2 Kraemer, Humanism, 11-20.
3 Ibid, 13.
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by the narrator al-Harith ibn Hammam. The second is negative, associated with refusal, disgust,
displacement, and desolation, and it is represented by the trickster Abtu Zayd al-Sariiji. Expe-
riencing this undesirable side of strangerhood does not hurt or devalue the trickster, but rather
furnishes him with a more elaborate backstory and turns him into an ambiguous character: a
tragic hero and a trader of the exotic. In other words, by suffering strangerhood and being a
gharib (a stranger), Abu Zayd al-Sartji provides gharib (strange vocabulary) and becomes the
object of desire of the literati.

To address the complicated relationship between the adib as a privileged stranger and the
trickster as a displaced refugee and trader of the exotic, Part 11 considers three aspects, divided
into three chapters. In Chapter 7, | analyze the ambiguity of ghurba and its different connota-
tions and representations in premodern literature from the pre-Islamic period till the 6= /13»
century, to develop an understanding of the context in which the magama genre developed. In
Chapter 8, | compare al-Hamadhani’s cynical and detached strangers to al-Hariri’s trickster
who feels homesickness and desolation, to argue that the author of the Haririyya borrowed the
ghurba motif from al-Hamadhani, then made it more nuanced, to portray a more human and
ambiguous character. Building on the latter argument, Chapter 9 offers a close reading of the
four magamatr (Mt. 19, 39, 49, 50) in which al-Sariji suffers the utmost manifestations of

strangerhood, which take the form of isolation, desolation, and existential angst.
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Chapter 7

Ghurba in Premodern Adab: On Recognition, Isolation, and Marvels

Before examining strangerhood in the magamat and contrasting the adib’s search for vocabu-
lary with the trickster’s flight from the deceived audience, this chapter highlights ghurba in
premodern literature: an ambiguous notion combining physical and intellectual alienation, vol-
untary and forced displacement, as well as yearning and rootlessness. Ghurba inspires ambiv-
alent reactions: it can pique curiosities and bring profit, yet it can also cause danger, otherness,
and desolation. To approach the complex semantic field of ghurba, | first list the different
denotations associated with the stranger in Lisan al- ‘Arab. These include, for instance, isola-
tion, banishment, exoticism, remoteness, and discrimination. Second, | examine these mean-
ings by referring to the different experiences of strangerhood recorded in adab from the pre-
Islamic period until the 7#/13* century.

These literary experiences are analyzed under three different headings: First, under
recognition, which is taken here to mean an ambivalent act that can cause otherness yet also
signify familiarity and empathy. The act of recognition is addressed primarily due to its signif-
icance in the Haririyya, since the incomprehensible distant trickster becomes the familiar Aba
Zayd al-Sariji the moment the narrator recognizes his identity.

Second, under isolation, which is viewed here as a double state: forced, in form of ban-
ishment or imprisonment, and voluntary considering the absence of a worthy audience and
compatible companionship. To overcome the first kind of isolation, the exiled and imprisoned
individuals express their ghurba by addressing non-speaking animals and graves, or by inscrib-
ing their feelings in the hope of being heard. On the other hand, those who opted voluntarily
for isolation chose to criticize society and various gatherings, arguing that solitude is better
than inferior company. The state of banishment and forced ghurba is recurrent in the Haririyya
since its trickster had no choice but to leave his homeland after its invasion (Chapter 8). Inci-
dentally, Abt Zayd al-SariijT expresses a voluntary need to avoid life and people in two re-
markable episodes: al-Magama al- Umaniyya and al-Magama al-Basriyya (Chapter 9).

Third, the positive connotations of strangerhood are analyzed to argue that despite its
emotional harshness, ghurba can generate profit, engender curiosities, and bring marvelous
findings. These benefits encourage movement and generate the plot in Harir’s magamat.
through the trickster, who acts as a “trader of the exotic,” and the elite, who seek his curious

company.
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This chapter’s material is not a homogeneous corpus. It is only a selection of fragments
and perspectives that aim to approach the complicated concept of ghurba. We owe the com-
plexity of the topic to the historic depth of intertextuality in Arabic adab and the nature of
informers: first, since the manifestations of ghurba addressed here occur centuries ago, it is
approached as literary textual material, not as a human experience. Second, the available ma-
terial about the concept is filtered through the eyes of “des étres de papier,”! whose voice is
recorded in books and epistles, and who belong to a privileged educated class. John F. Romano
in his Medieval Travelling reminds us that
travel in this period was expensive, which limited who could undertake it. Generally
speaking, one had to be at least in the middle class to have some access to writing
because of the expense involved in producing texts. So, we tend to hear less about the
journeys of poor travelers. The sources that discuss travel skew overwhelmingly male
and represent a male viewpoint. ... The writers often display bias toward those who are
different from them, in some cases with offensive language. In all of these examples,
the sourcebook reflects the characteristics of the sources that scholars have at their dis-
posal. 2

Consequently, this chapter is based on selective sources, highlighting the discourse of privi-

leged strangers who could record their strangerhood, or who had the power of putting words in

the tongues of others, such as illiterate Bedouins.

|. Gharib’s Ambiguity

The linguistic root gh-r-b offers numerous derivations, related to wine (gharb as al-khamr),
crows (ghurab), tears (istaghraba al-dam . weeping), edges (gharib al-sayf: hadduh), and sun-
sets (ghuriib). Within the same word family, we encounter ‘gharib’: @ homonym that means
both strange and stranger, thus producing connotations that relate to remoteness, banishment,
uncanniness, exoticism, and difference. To illustrate this, | enumerate here the list of terms

associated with gharib in Lisan al- ‘Arab in the order of their appearance:®

! This expression was coined by Roland Barthes, to describe fictional characters who live and
die on paper. | use it here to refer to premodern literary figures, whom we perceive as real
historical figures, yet are only accessible to us through books and other literary material.

2 John F. Romano, Medieval Travel and Travelers: A Reader, (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2020), xii-xiii.

31 refer to this list below as “the gharib list.”
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Al-gharb, (to avoid): leaving (al-dhahab) and avoiding people (al-tanahhi ‘an al-nas).*
Aghrabahu: nahhah (to banish): In the hadith, the prophet ordered that the adulterer
must be banished (taghrib) from his country for one year.®

Al-gharba wa-I-gharb: destination (al-rawa) and distance (bu ‘d); aghraba al-gawm:
Inta aw (went faraway).®

They say: hal atraftana min mugharriba khabar? [can you entertain us with news from
elsewhere],” meaning news that originates from a different land. Al-khabar al-mughrib:
strange, novel, amusing news [gharib, hadith, tarif].2

Al-ghurba wa-1-ghuriib: leaving one’s homeland (al-nuzih ‘an al-watan).’

In the hadith, “Islam began as something strange, and it will return to being strange, so
blessed are the strangers,” the meaning is that Islam started alone as a stranger without
a family (wahid 1a ahl lah).*°

Ightaraba al-rajul: to marry an unrelated woman, from outside the family (nakaha fi
al-ghara’ib).*

Mugharribin: possessed by the jinn.!2

Rajul gharib: outside of the group (min ghayr al-gawm).:

Aghraba al-rajul: to do something strange.*

Aghribat al- ‘arab: black Arabs, the sons of black slave women (pre-Islamic: e.g., ‘An-
tara and al-Sulayk Ibn al-Sulaka) They were compared to ravens based on their colour
(shubbihii bi-\-aghriba fi lawnihim)."

The expression “darbat ghara’ib al-ibil [the beating of alien she-camels]” is idiomatic:

because if a group of she-camels are drinking, and a foreign she-camel join them from

4 Ton Manzir, Lisan al-‘Arab, edited by A. A al-Kabir, M.A. Hasab Allah, and H.M. al-
Shadhili, vol. V (Cairo: Dar al-Ma"arif, N.D.), 3225.

® Ibid.
® Ibid.

" A similar sentence is used in M50, while the narrator is seeking the news of the trickster,
asking random voyagers, “hal min mughribat khabar?” (is there any strange news from else-
where?). The news turns out to be about Abt Zayd al-Sariiji. Al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 594.

8 Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- ‘Arab,3225.

® Ibid.
19 1bid,
1 1bid.
12 1bid.
13 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
15 1bid,

3226.

3230.
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the outside, the group would beat the outsider till it leaves (inna al-ibil idha waradat

al-ma’, fa-dakhala ‘alayha ghariba min ghayriha, duribat hatta takhruja ‘anha).*®
Based on this list, gharib suggests the following: isolation (1), banishment (2), remoteness
from home (3, 5, 9), exoticism and entertainment (4), absence of family and kin (6, 7, 9), being
or acting in a weird fashion (8, 10), discrimination (11), and physical punishment (12). Ac-
cordingly, ghurba is a contronym. On the one hand, it implies banishment, exile, separation,
loneliness, discrimination, non-belonging and punishment. On the other, it means voluntary
solitude, amusement, and newness. Moreover, ghurba is an ambiguous experience: it can be
positive (adventure, sustenance) or negative (exile, desolation, anonymity); voluntary (travel-
ing, avoiding people, divorce) or forced (exile, imprisonment); physical (banishment, punish-
ment, remoteness) or spiritual (isolation, discrimination); and normal or abnormal (acting
strangely or being possessed), due to spatial displacement (remoteness from the homeland) or
social othering (e.g., black poets). Consequently, ghurba is a concept that gains its usefulness
and efficiency from its ambiguity, as well as its relation to closely similar terms, such as famil-

iarity, empathy, recognition, otherness, and discrimination.

I1. Recognition as an Act Inspiring Familiarity, Empathy, and Otherness

1. Familiarity (uns/ ulfa)

The English term familiarity is derived from the word ‘family.” This corresponds with the
gharib list above, in which four out of twelve derivations point to the stranger’s social relation-
ships: with family (6), wives (7), the tribe (9), and parents (11). Thus, a stranger is not the one
who leaves a familiar place, but rather the one who departs alone and unaccompanied. In other
words, familiarity and its antonym ghurba are rarely a geographical term, but primarily a social
concept that implies kinship and companionship. This is most obvious in the following ac-
counts attributed to two anonymous Bedouins:

1. A Bedouin was asked: Do you miss your homeland? How could I not miss the sand that

held me as an embryo and the clouds that nursed me?’
Leslad quin s Leal€ ) Guin &€ Al ) (1 Y (€ 1l feliday ) B 2y (8

16 1phid, 3231.
1" Ton Hamdiin, al-Tadhkira al-Hamdiiniyya, edited by: Ihsan ‘Abbas and Bakr ‘Abbas, vol.
VIII, (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1996), 142.
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2. A Bedouin was told that you [his people] are always roaming, traveling, and deserting
your homes. He answered: the home is not a conceiving father or a nursing mother.
Any place in which your life is good, [where you feel well, and have an abundance of
wealth, you should saddle your horse.] That is your home, your father, your mother and
your kin.8
Ay oy dagh Gl 06 cla Y1 o5 AES s Jim il s I3 (e il ) ey Jé
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Both accounts, although expressing opposing attitudes towards home, are based on anthropo-
morphism. In the first statement, the Bedouin attributes a womb and a nursing breast to the
sand and the clouds, transforming the home into a loving mother who provides shelter and
nourishment to her frail infant. Conversely, the second statement refutes any attributions of
fatherhood or motherhood to the home. Whether expressing loyal attachment or pragmatic
rootlessness, both Bedouins use the same familial analogy, as if home could not be compre-
hended outside of the family domain. To the speakers, be it through inclusion or exclusion,
home is unimaginable away from the mother’s warmth and the father’s genealogy.
Similar to these two Bedouins, al-Tawhidi uses familial similes while pondering the
question of wanderlust. He says:
Why do some people experience a hankering after travel from when they are children
till they are fully grown men, from youth to old age, so much so that they disobey their
parents and roam from one end of the world to the other, enduring the hardships of
travel, the mortifications of living away from home, and the humiliations of being a
nobody? ... Others grow up in their mothers’ arms and on their wet nurses’ shoulders,
undisturbed by hankerings for other lands and unoppressed by a longing for anything,
as though they were a stone ever fixed on its slope or a pebble immobile in the stream
[emphasis added].*®
Al-Tawhidi juxtaposes two categories of people: recalcitrant children who travel the world

separated from their parents, and perpetual infants who never leave home. The first category

18 Ibid, 125. Translation by Beatrice Gruendler, ‘‘al-Hanin ila al-Awtan and its Alternatives in
Classical Arabic Literature,”” in Representations and Visions of Homeland in Modern Arabic
Literature, ed. Sebastian Giinther and Stephan Milich (Hildesheim, Zurich, New York: 2016).
19 Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidi and Abii ‘Al Miskawayh, The Philosopher Responds: An Intellec-
tual Correspondence from the Tenth Century, trans. Sophia Vasalou and James E. Montgomery
(New York: New York University Press, 2021), 209.
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suffers humiliation, solitude, anonymity, and hardships, while the second inflexibly lingers in
one place ignoring the stream of life and clinging to their mothers’ arms like helpless infants.
Both types are defined based on their relationship to their parents. They are children before
anything else, and their relation to space (traveling or staying) comes second, after their rela-
tionship to their families (disobedience or dependence). A crucial point in the comparison be-
tween the traveler and the settler is that one cannot survive without the loving eyes of one’s
family, who give one a name, an identity, and a state of belonging, while the other accepts “the
humiliation of being nobody.” Al-Tawhidi, who “identified with the fate of the stranger,
whether he himself was one in actual fact or only in his imagination,”?° dwells on the nobod-
iness of the stranger later in his life. In al-Isharat al-ilahiyya he portrays the stranger as fol-
lows:2!
The stranger is the one whom you do not recognize when you see him, and whom you
do not ask who he is when you do not see him ... The stranger is one who has no name
to be remembered by, no prominent features (rasm) to be recognized by, no secrets to
be revealed, no excuses that could be made for him, no sins to be forgiven, no blemishes
to be covered ... The stranger is the one who is not visited when he is sick, whom he
visits close doors in his, and for whom curtains are not pulled aside when he asks for

permission [to enter a place].??
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Here, the stranger is nameless, an unnoticeable nobody, because he is not included in social

relations. The stranger’s main predicament is the absence of recognition, either in a positive

sense of giving the gharib a name, noticing his face, and accommodating him, or in a vicious

sense, by criticizing, defaming, and intruding on his private life. Al-Tawhidi’s portrait of the

invisible stranger is reminiscent of Todorov’s argument in Life in Common concerning the

absence of recognition:

20 Franz Rosenthal, “The Stranger in Medieval Islam,” in Men versus Society in Medieval Is-
lam, ed. Dimitri Gutas (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2015), 775.

21 See al-Qadt’s insightful reading of al-Tawhid’s ishdra of ghurba: Wadad al-Qadi, “Al-
Gharib fi isharat al-Tawhidr,” Mélanges de I'Université Saint Joseph, 50.2 (1981), 127-139.
22 Al-Tawhidi, al-Isharat al-ilahiyya, edited by ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Badawi (Cairo: Fouad I
University, 1950), 81-82.
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The physical condition of the lack of recognition is solitude. If others are absent, by
definition we cannot capture their gaze. But what is even more painful than physical
solitude, which can be improved or enlivened in different ways is to live among others
without receiving any sign from them. ... It is the position of the outsider, the stranger,
the excluded, that makes us recognize this.?
Todorov compares two states that result from the absence of recognition: solitude, in which the
self is physically alone without company, and exclusion, in which others are there, yet they
refuse to offer even a simple sign of acknowledgment. Evidently, the second state is more
painful than the first, because the self is not only denied a gaze, but also belonging, familiarity,
and visibility. This may explain the emphasis on recognition in the Haririyya. In this way, the
narrator is not only there to be witness to the trickster’s episodes, but also to make him feel less
of an invisible outsider.
In premodernity, the significance of recognition for strangers is highlighted in several
accounts. In al-Muntazam fi tarikh al-umam wa-l-muliik, 1bn al-Jawzi reports the following
story about a stranger who decides to return to his homeland, to save himself from being ren-
dered nameless after death:
I heard Abu al-‘Abbas Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Sarraj [nostalgically] lamenting: “Oh,
Baghdad what a pity!” He was asked: “Then why did you leave it?” He replied: “My
brother Ismail lived in it for fifty years. When he died, and | was walking in his funeral
procession, I heard a man at the end of the street asking, ‘Who is the dead guy?’ and
someone answered, “A stranger that was here” (gharib kana ha huna). Then | realized:
Oh God! After all his years of living here as a man of learning and trade, now he is only
remembered as “a stranger that was here!”” These words made me seek the homeland
(hammalatnt hadhih al-kalima ‘ald al-insiraf ila al-watan).**

The story is told from the perspective of a stranger who had to return home to rescue himself

from anonymity and oblivion after death, or in al-Tawhidi’s terms, from being “a nobody.”

Thus, despite his attachment to Baghdad, he returns to his native land to be a somebody, to be

buried by people who recognize him, and who would never refer to him as a ‘stranger that was

23 Todorov, Life in Common, trans. Katherine and Lucy Golsan (Lincoln/London: University
of Nebraska, 2001), 58.

24 1bn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam fi tarikh al-umam wa-l-mulitk, quoted by Falah al-Mirani, “al-
Hanin ila al-awtan ‘inda ‘ulama’ al-mashriq al-islamz fi al-qarnayn al-thalith wa-l-rabi‘ al
hijriyyayn, ” in Humanities Journal of University of Zakho (HJUOZ), Vol. 7, No. 3, Sept.-2019,
343.
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here.” The narrator pays homage to the memory of the unjustly-treated stranger, who has a
name (Ismail), was kin (my brother), and had social status (a man of learning and trade). Thus,
returning home and narrating the story of Ismail, the stranger, he reconstructs a state of recog-
nizability that saves both of them from exclusion and being labeled as outsiders.

While at first glance familiarity may seem to be solely limited to patronage, the immedi-
ate family, and other blood ties, al-Tawhidi’s ’ishara and al-Sarraj’s account prove that famil-
larity extends to contain all human relations, which involve empathy and the willingness to
offer companionship and recognition. Familiarity depends on the anis (a close or intimate
friend), or more generally, on uns: a term that stands for “all places that offer respect, appreci-
ation, love, sympathy and care.”? Accordingly, strangers do not have to be glued to their
“mothers’ arms”, or to “the wet nurses’ shoulders” to attain familiarity. They may also rely on
people’s memory (al-Sarraj’s account) and recognition (al-Tawhidi’s ‘ishara). After all, as an
anonymous poet once said, “the stranger to the stranger is kinsman, too” (kullu gharib li-1-
gharib nastb).?® Still, despite the poeticity of the friendly gaze, which inspires belonging, and
remembrances and furnishes one with an identity, not all eyes are empathic. Some can engender

reflexivity, discrimination, humiliation, and otherness.

2. Reflexivity and Otherness

In the anthology attributed to al-Jahiz under the title al-Hanin ila al-awtan, one encounters the
following expression: “Clearer than the foreign woman’s mirror” (awdah min mir’at al-
ghariba)?’, which the author explains as follows: “When a woman is elsewhere, she checks her
face and appearance regularly, much more than when she is with her family and relatives,
hence, her mirror is usually more polished [when she is far away].”?® In a familiar setting, the
woman is usually surrounded by ordinary faces who know her looks and nature. Therefore, she
rarely needs to polish her mirror. In ghurba however, foreign eyes force her to perfect her
appearance and to constantly reflect on her image. In other words, within the family, the woman
can be herself, without pretense or worry. Once a stranger, however, she feels watched, which

forces her to watch herself as well. Therefore, if the household engenders a state of natural

25 Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity, 238.

26 Quoted by: ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani, 4 Sufi Martyr: The Apologia of ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-
Hamadhant, translated by A. J. Arberry (London and New York: Routledge, 1969), 29
[adapted].

27 ps, al-Jahiz [Miisa b. ‘Tsa al-Kisrawi (d.c. 295/868/9)], al-Hanin ila al-awtan, 2™ ed. (Beirut:
Dar al-Ra’id, 1982), 15.

28 1bid, 15.
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disregard, ghurba engenders a state of pretense and performance, where the stranger is watched
twice: first by the receiving group, and then by oneself.

What happens when strangers fail to refine their appearances? when instead of polished
mirrors, they enter the new space wearing torn rags? when instead of showing their best fea-
tures, they look like madmen? These questions find an answer in the account of the Persian
traveler Naser-e Khosraw (1003-1088),2° who narrates his arrival in Basra as follows:

When we arrived, we were as naked and destitute as madmen, for it had been three
months since we had unloosed our hair. | wanted to enter a bath in order to get warm,
the weather being chilly and our clothing scant. My brother and I were clad only in old
lungis [a garment wrapped around the waist] with a piece of coarse fabric on our back
to keep out the cold ... When I handed him [the bath attendant] the coins, he looked at
us as though we were madmen and said, “Get away from here! People are coming out
of the bath.” As he would not allow us in, we came away humiliated and in haste. Even
the children who were playing at the bathhouse door thought we were madmen and
chased after us, throwing stones and yelling. We retired into a corner and reflected on
the state of the world [emphasis added].*
Similar to the stranger who takes care of her looks to gain approval from a new entourage,
Khosraw heads to the public bath to regain an acceptable appearance, to enter the city of Basra
properly. However, he faces expulsion and scandal. The bathkeeper contrasts his appearance
to the clients’, who were admitted immediately: these are “people,” while Khosraw and his
brother look like madmen (mentioned three times). Like the alien she-camel (gharib list (12)),
they are chased and beaten by little children, who force them to hide in a corner away from
public humiliation and the scores of judging eyes. Later in this account, Naser-e Khosraw nar-
rates his glorious return to the bath a few months after the incident:
After our worldly condition had taken a turn for the better and we each had on decent

clothing, we went back one day to the bathhouse we had not been allowed to enter. As

29 Naser-e Khosraw: a poet, theologian, and religious propagandist. In 1045 he went on a pil-
grimage to Mecca and continued his journey to Palestine and then to Egypt, which was ruled
at that time by the Fatimid dynasty. He returned to his homeland in what is now Afghanistan,
but his vigorous advocacy of the Isma ‘1l ideology within Sunni territory forced him to flee to
Badakhshan, where he spent the rest of his days, lamenting in his poetry that he was unable to
be an active missionary. See Britannica, “Naser-e Khusraw.”

30 Naser-e Khosraw, Book of Travels (Safarnama), trans. W. M. Thackston, (New York, Bib-
liotheca Persica, 1986), 91.
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soon as we came through the door the attendant and everyone there stood up respect-
fully until we went inside, and the scrubber and servant came to attend to us. When we
emerged from the bath all who were in the dressing room rose and remained standing
until we had put on our clothes and departed. During that time the attendant said to a
friend of his, “These are the very young men we refused admission one day.” They
imagined that we did not know their language, but I said in Arabic, “You are perfectly
correct. We are the very ones who had old sacks tied to our backs.” The man was
ashamed and most apologetic.3!
In this happy ending, the stranger restores his status as a sane man and forces those who once
humiliated him to receive him respectfully and ceremoniously. After being a rejected nobody,
Khosraw becomes the center of attention. By wearing the right outfit, speaking Arabic, getting
admittance to the bath, and most importantly having the protection of the patron, the stranger
transforms Basra from a land of ghurba and humiliation into a ma 'laf, “a place to which a man
is familiar, to which he is accustomed.”>?

In both examples (the woman with the mirror and Khosraw), foreignness is ascribed to a
person by a receiving group who conditions their entrance upon the completion of certain aes-
thetic standards, such as self-reflectivity, refinement, and decent clothing. These standards are
not forced only on those who come from faraway, but also on those who never leave their
native land, but have a different appearance from the group, such as aghribat al- ‘arab or “ra-
vens of Arabs” (gharib list. 11).

3. Discrimination

In his book about black poets in premodernity, ‘Abdai Badawi interprets aghribat al- ‘arab’s
name as a word designating “poets to whom blackness was transmitted by their slave mothers,
and whom at the same time their Arab fathers did not recognize, or recognized only under
constraint from them” [emphasis added].>* Once again, the term “recognition” resurfaces, but

this time it is not about a local unity ignoring an outsider, but a father disowning his own child

%1 Ibid, 94.

32 Edward Lane, Arabic- English Lexicon, Book I, Part I (London: Williams and Norgate,
1877), 81.

3 Abdii Badawi, al-Shu ‘ard’ al-siid wa-khasa isuhum fi al-shi‘r al- ‘arabi [Black poets and
their characters in Arabic Poetry], (Cairo: al-Hay a al-Misriyya li-I-Kitab, 1988), 21.
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and treating him as a slave, unless forced to acknowledge his parentage under exceptional cir-
cumstances (e.g. ‘Antara Ibn Shaddad).3* Black Arabs were not only denied lineage, freedom,
and recognition, but also humanity, by comparing them to ill-omened ravens. According to al-
Jahiz:
The raven (ghurab) is where ghurba (strangerhood), ightirab (exile) and gharib
(stranger) derive from ... because [the raven] is a stranger that comes from far (li-annah
gharib yagta ‘ ilayhim). He does not exist or settle next to their tents till they depart
from them (la yuwjadu fi mawdi * khiyamihim yatagammam, illa ‘inda mubayanatihim
limasakinihim) ... [The expression] ghurab al-bayn originates from ravens settling in
people’s homes when they leave them. ... Ravens are the worst birds of ill omen. [In
fact,] when it comes to evil omens, ravens are the first ones (al-mugaddam fi al-
shu’'m).®
This is likely a fabricated etymology, but it does reflect the spirit of the time. With these cul-
tural connotations, comparing the sons of slave women to ravens stigmatizes them as malicious
beings, as strangers who disturb the harmony of the tribe, and as unwanted individuals who
bring bad luck and separation. Carrying these stigmas makes one anxiously aware of the others’
gaze and to reflect on their skin color as a problem.

A case in point is the Umayyad poet Nusayb Ibn al-Rabah (d. 108/726), who made his
way to the court despite being a slave, and regardless of numerous discouragements, including
some by his own sister.®® Against the odds, Nusayb eventually meets ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn
Marwan (r. 685-705), the fifth Umayyad Caliph, who gives him enough money to buy his
freedom, and he becomes a prominent member of the court. Yet, he is unable to enjoy his

freedom, fame, and the other perks of his position: Nusayb hides from the sight of the courtly

3 According to Ibn Qutayba, ‘Antara ibn Shaddad gained his freedom, when one day his tribe,
the ‘Abs, were attacked by raiders from a hostile tribe, who drove off their camels. “The Abs
pursued and fought them, and Antara, who was present, was called on by his father to charge.
“Antara is a slave’, he replied, ‘he does not know how to charge, only to milk camels and bind
their udders.” ‘Charge!’ cried his father, ‘and you are free.” And Antara charged.” Ibn Qutayba,
al-Shi r wa-1-Shu ‘ara’, edited by: Ahmed M. Shakir, Vol. I, Second Edition (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma'arif, 1958), 250.

% al-Jahiz, al-Hayawdan, 439-444.

% Nusayb narrates the following: “I intended to travel to ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Marwan, who was
back then in Egypt, so | went to my sister, who was a tough reasonable woman and said: | have
composed poetry, and I am heading to ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan. I hope God would give free-
dom, to you, our mother and our relatives. She replied: Oh God! Brother, do you want to com-
bine two defaults: being black and being a joke to people!” Al-Aghant, vol. 1, 259.
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society. Two such incidents are narrated in al-Aghani. In one, a group of women requests to
meet Nusayb and hear his compositions, but he replies:

“What shall they do with me? They will only see black skin and grey hair. Better let

them hear me behind a veil.”*’
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In another anecdote, Nusayb Ibn al-Rabah is dining with the caliph ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan,
who then invites him to drink wine (hal lak fima natanadamu ‘alayh?). Instead of accepting or
refusing the offer, the poet asks for aman (indemnity) to speak his mind, then proceeds:

My color is pale, my hair is like peppercorns, and my physique is deformed. I did not

earn your kindness thanks to the honor of a father, a mother, or a clan. | earned it thanks

to my mind and tongue. Thus, | beg you, Oh prince of believers, to recall my deeds,

which have allowed me such privilege, and pardon me!38
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In both events, Nusayb is inhibited by his appearance: his hair, on one occasion, is grey and on
another, similar to peppercorns; his skin color is at one time pale and at another too dark; and
his body he describes as deformed. Facing the anonymous women, he hides behind a veil to
protect himself from their gaze and judgment. With the caliph, hiding was no option, so he opts
for truth and confrontation, but only after obtaining indemnity. Here Nusayb portrays to the
caliph his paradoxical situation: his lack of social and physiological qualifications (physique,
color, lineage), which make him unworthy of being close to the caliph, are juxtaposed against
his eloquent tongue and sharp mind, which allowed him to achieve the impossible. By accen-
tuating the intellectual nature of his limited assets (tongue and mind), the poet implies that the
proposed munadama (boon-companionship) can put him at peril. To remain ‘inside’ and to
maintain closeness with the caliph, he must remain sober and aware all the time, because his

intellect is his only asset.

37 1bid, 271.
% bid, 269.
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These three strangers (the mirror owner, Naser-e Khosraw and Nusayb), illustrate that
“some strangers are stranger than others”:>® some only need to mind their appearance with a
mirror, a shower or decent garments, while others need heavy veils and sobriety. However,
whether sympathetic (offering recognition and familiarity) or malicious (provoking otherness
and discrimination), eyes are not always central to the experience of ghurba, namely in the

case of strangers who lived far away, isolated, and in a state of desolation.

I11. Forced and Voluntary Desolation

1. Wahsha (desolation): Banishment, Imprisonment, and Exile

The Arabic term wahsha (desolation) shares the same root as the word wahsh, meaning wild
animal or monster. It is opposed to uns, which derives from the same root the word human
(insan) does (see discussion about familiarity above). Accordingly, if uns implies seeking com-
panionship, wahsha implies absconding from society to be totally alone (gharib list (1)), or
following the example of the Sa ‘alik (brigand poets), that is, being solely in the company of
wild creatures, and forming “fictitious dialogues with other animals of the desert, especially in
the form of dialogues with a lone wolf (dhi’b),*° or with ghosts (jinn).”**! This attitude gave to
the Sa ‘alik the name of dhu’ban al- ‘arab (the wolves of the Arabs). Like wolves, they were
“remote from human nature, devious, sneaky, and agile.”*?> However, brigand poets addressed
wild animals only after they were banished from their tribe by way of khal * (exclusion), which

constituted a sentence pronounced against a fellow-tribesman guilty of a crime leading

to dishonour. Such opprobrium damaged the pact instituted by ‘asabiyya ... (“loyalty

to the group”), ... [Thus,] the khali“ was banished and his blood could be shed with

impunity. ... At other times, those excluded were banished to Hadawda. ... [T]his moun-

%9 Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality, (London & New
York: Routledge, 2009), 25.

40 For instance, the poet al-Najasht al-Harith (d. ¢.40/660 or 49/669) converses with a wolf in
the following verses: “Similar to washing water, the pond was dark // In barren land where
sounds were few // | encountered a wolf howling as if // He was a khalr* who lost all money
and family // Thus, | said: Oh, wolf are you interested in a lad // who comforts your pain unre-
luctantly?” al-Najashi al-Harithi, quoted in al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, 419.

*1 G. Borg, “Sa ‘alik”, EAL, vol. Il, pp. 671.

42 Nibras Hisham, “al-Intikhab al-thaqafi: al-Shanfard unmidhajan” [Cultural Selection: al-
Shanfara as an example], in al-Adab Journal, vol. 1V, 2019, 325.
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tain is located in western Arabia; the Bedouin of the Djahiliyya banished their undesir-
ables there. ... The strongest and most determined either constituted or joined a band
of brigands and became sa ‘alik.*®
This act of khal “ was always public, conducted in festivals (mawsim)* and markets (e.g., Sik
‘Ukaz),*in order to inform everyone that the banished is no longer part of the tribe and should
not have its protection. When the murderers of the poet Qays Ibn al-Hudadiyya had tried to
force him to request captivity (asr), which would have allowed them to demand ransom from
his tribe, he refused, saying,
“What good would surrendering myself for captivity do you? I am excluded [from the
tribe]. | swear to God, if you take me captive and demanded mangy goats from my
people [in exchange], you would not be given any.”
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Following geographical expansion, which brought together people from different lands,
tribes, and tongues, the role of ‘asabiyya in society becomes less powerful. Instead of khal’,
imprisonment becomes the more suitable punishment for society’s misfits and outsiders. ‘Al
ibn al-Jahm (d.249/863), the Abbasid poet who crossed al-Mutawakkil with his satirical verses,
composed the following verses after he left prison and headed to the cemetery in search for
company:
Every stranger residing in a strange country longingly.
Remembers his family, neighbours, and home country.
I, however, have no home country that | could remember.
Except graves, the homes of those buried in them.*’
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# See Arazi, A., “Su‘lik”, in EI2.

4 Jawad ‘All, al-Mufassal fi tarikh al-‘arab gabla al-is/am, vol. XVIII (Beirut: Dar al-Saqf,
2001), 171.

%5 For instance, Qays lbn al-Hudadiyya was publically excluded in Siq ‘Ukdz. See: Al-Aghani,
vol. 14, 348.

%% Ibid, vol. 14, 358-9.

47 “Alf ibn al-Jahm, Diwan, edited by Khalil Mardam, 2" ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq, 1980), 184
(Rosenthal’s trans.).
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In the absence of the family whose members died while he was imprisoned, he accepts the
company of the dead, who—just as wolves and jinn for brigands—offer better company than
the ones who imprisoned him. Both the sa ‘alik and 1bn al-Jahm represent the state of banished
outlaws who forfeit human companionship after their people reject them (Sa ‘alik) or leave
them (Ibn al-Jahm). They address animals and dumb objects, which offer company and perhaps
a glimpse of home even.
Similarly, in Kitab al-Ghuraba’ (The Book of Strangers), al-Ajurri (d.360/970) reports
the following account:
Muhammed Ibn al-Husayn narrates: Years ago, I saw a pair of white socks with an old
lady. She told me that they belonged to a young man from Damascus unjustly detained
in al-Mutbaq prison, and that he had woven either cuff two verses of poetry on
strangers. On the first [cuff], ‘The stranger feels sorrow in a land of ghurba / Would
God bring every stranger’s home closer!” On the second, ‘I am the stranger, but I am
not to be blamed for weeping; / for weeping suits every stranger.’*®
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This account portrays ard al-ghurba, or the land of strangerhood, as a space that encompasses
all kinds of injustices and desolations. It also records yet another medium for expressing one’s
alienation: a pair of socks that escape while their maker remains detained.*® In a way, this
prisoner is a trickster who smuggles his words out, despite censorship, in the hope of finding

an empathic listener.

8 Quoted in al-Ajurr, Kitab al-Ghuraba’, edited by: Badr al-Badr, (Kuwait: Dar al-Khulafa’,
1983), 30.

49 This method of self-expression brings to mind Adab al-ghuraba’ (The Adab of Strangers)
attributed to Abui al-Faraj al-lshahant (d.356/967), which reports a similar way of recording
one’s ghurba using graffiti on all kinds of surfaces. Be it walls of taverns or mosques, one
shares one’s sorrow, lonesomeness and distress with future travelers, whom one would never
meet, yet they can still read one’s verses, empathise with them, and in some cases, even reply
to them (Would the traveler ever pass the same place to read the other strangers’ reply?). See
ps.-Abu al-Faraj al-Isbahani, The Book of Strangers, trans. Patricia Crone and Shmuel Moreh
(NJ: Princeton, 2000).
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Analogous to the anonymous weaver, ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani (crucified
525/1131)*°wrote an apologia in prison entitled Shakwa al-gharib ‘an l-awtan, (A Complaint
of the Stranger Exiled from Home) to lament his remoteness from home, and to defend his
reputation and life against unjust charges of heresy. ‘Ayn al-Qudat compiled verses of poetry
on yearning and strangerhood and addressed them to the scholars of his time, to plead for their
compassion, in case his arguments fail to persuade them. The apologia begins with his re-
proachful question:

Servants of God, is it not true,
Where’er I go, whate’er I do,
| cannot aught, except there be
A Watcher watching over me?°!
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We thus return to the motif of the watchful eye. Instead of inspiring familiarity or otherness,
however, the eyes here act as agents of surveillance, control, and censorship. They shadow the
author “wherever he goes and whatever he does,” searching for proof of incrimination, and
haunting him even in captivity. After acknowledging in the first verse the omnipresence of the
watchful eye, he turns to address a hopefully kinder and fairer audience:
This is a flash issued to the outstanding scholars and renowned servants ... by one in
exile from his motherland and afflicted by the trials and tribulations of time. His eyelids
are ever beset by sleeplessness, and trepidation is the constant companion of his pillow,
with prolonged weeping, and sighs and lamentations; anxiety grips the whole of his
heart; his soul entire is inflamed with grief.>?
‘Ayn al-Qudat seems to be reaching out to a public of reasonable scholars who can engage

critically and empathically with his arguments, scholars who would understand his suffering,

% < Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani was an influential Stiff and important author of original works
on mystical theology and spiritual practice in both Arabic and Persian. He is famous for being
a Stfi martyr. When he was thirty-three years old, ‘Ayn al-Qudat was sent to prison provision-
ally in Baghdad, where he was given a chance to write an apologia. However, he was later
publicly executed, by order of the Saljiiq Sultan Mahmud b. Muhammad b. Malikshah, at
Hamadhan, during the night of the 6th to the 7th Jumada II 525/6—7 May 1131. See Landolt,
Hermann. “‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhan1 (life and work),” in EI3.

51 “Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani, A Sufi Martyr, 24.

%2 |pid, 24.
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agony, and insomnia. ‘Ayn al-Qudat and the prisoner of Mutbaq share the distress of impris-
onment and the grief stemming from injustice. However, ‘Ayn al-Qudat is also abandoned by
those who should be his allies. He says, “Neither the theologians of the sects, nor the wearers
of patched frocks and rags and tatters, have performed their duty by me. They have delivered
me over to my adversaries, to conciliate or declare war on as I choose.”

Imprisoned and ignored, ‘Ayn al-Qudat articulates a condition more miserable than the
Su ‘luk’s, who spoke to wolves, more lonesome than the poet’s, who addressed graves, and as
secluded as the prisoner’s, who wove his verses on the cuff of a sock. Indeed, they found solace
and company in dumb objects, while he only encountered silence and disdain from the scholars
of his time. Evidently, the fact that these experiences were transmitted and documented in an-
thologies and literary works attests that despite—or because of—exile and imprisonment these
strangers did gain a degree of attention and empathy. The isolation of exiles and prisoners is

an extreme manifestation of a something that transpires even in one’s homeland: i.e., in the

absence of a mushakil, or a peer that understands one’s mind and intellectual worth.

2. On Voluntary Solitude and Lamentations

The strangers whose voices | have explored above experienced ghurba physically, as a result
of exclusion, imprisonment, departure, or discrimination. But not all ghurba is physical or spa-
tial. Scholars living in their homelands, surrounded by family and accustomed to familiarity,
addressed intellectual strangerhood, too. The Abbasid philologist Abii Sulayman al-Khattabi®*

describes his ghurba in his hometown of Bust as follows:

Man suffers not from remote distance,
But rather from the absence of a similarity
| am a stranger in Bust and among its people
Although they are my family and kin®>®
3 i i ) 322 L
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%3 Ibid, 110.

° Born at Bust in 319/931, he traveled throughout the Muslim world, from Khurasan and
Transoxania to ‘Irak and the Hijaz “in search of learning.” He also engaged in trade. He studied
in Baghdad with famous teachers and had in turn a number of pupils. Al-Tha‘alibi, who repro-
duces a selection of poems by al-Khattabi, compares him with Abii ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sal-
lam in his learning and piety, and even considers him superior to the latter because he wrote
poetry. See Ed., “al-Khattab1,” in EI2.

% Abii Sulayman al-Khattabi, quoted in al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr, vol. IV, 383.
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al-Khattabi negates the connection between ghurba and remoteness and the assumption that
family is synonymous with home. His struggle is intellectual: he wishes for a mushakil, a com-
patible mind without whom he feels alien in his birthplace. In the absence of the mushakil, al-
Khattabi frees himself of all kinds of social bonds and lives in a state of isolation. He elaborates
upon this in Kitab al- ‘Uzlah (The Book of Isolation), a collection of parables, ahadith, and
poetry on avoiding people and on being alone. In the first chapter, al-Khattabi clarifies his
“doctrine of isolation” (al-madhhab al-ladhi nadhhabuhu fi al- ‘uzla), which is “refraining from
the company of persons and bodies” (mufaraqat al-ashkhs wa-1-abdan), especially “the com-
moners and the populace” (al- ‘amma al-dahma’).>® The chapter titles of the book indicate that
al-Khattabi’s doctrine of isolation includes friends (“A Chapter on Having Fewer Friends and
the Perks of Occasional Meetings”),>’ family (“On keeping One’s Back Free with Few Children
and Relatives”),*® his contemporaries (“A Chapter on the Decay of Time and its People”),*® the
elite (“A Chapter on the Elite’s Decay and Malicious Scientists”),®° the ascetics (“On the Vices

of Reciters, Sufis and Ignorant Ascetics™),%!

and rulers (“Notes on Reducing Comradery of
Rulers”).%? al-Khattab1’s refusal of social relationships reaches its climax in the chapter entitled
“On Those Who Preferred Death, Sickness, and Blindness over Meeting people” (man tamanna
al-mawt wa-athara al-marad ‘ala liga’ al-nas).%® Al-Khattabi thus manages to find fault in
every group and class of his society to justify his voluntary solitude (See gharib list (1)). It is
no wonder that he failed to find an equal or a mushakil who could fit his impossible standards.

Al-Khattabi’s attitude of blaming his strangerhood on the incompatibility of the others
with him echoes al-Tawhidi’s difficult character, which alienated his companions. Yaqt al-
Hamawt describes him as follows:

He had a foul tongue and was dissatisfied with both offense and compassion. Slander

was his occupation and defamation was his profession. Nevertheless, he was unique in

%6 al-Khattabi, Kitab al- ‘Uzlah: kitab adab, hikma wa-maw ‘iza, annotation: Yasin Muhammad
al-Sawwas, 2nd edition (Damascus & Beirut: Dar Ibn Kathir, 1990), 57.

> Ibid, 127-33.

%8 |bid, 120-6.

% Ibid, 181-94.

% |bid, 208-17.

%1 Ibid, 218-25.

%2 1hid, 226-35.

%3 Ibid, 195-6.
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intelligence, witticism, erudition, and vigor. ... Yet, he was also unlucky and deprived,

constantly mourning the changing times, and weeping about deprivation in his works.%
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Yaqut depicts al-Tawhidi as a contradictory personality: though his intelligence could have
turned him into a wealthy protegee, his bitterness made him lose every patron and scholar
whom he contacted. This brought him deprivation and loneliness. In a letter to judge Abt Sahl
‘All b. Muhammad, al-Tawhidi explains his reasons for burning his books:
It was thus unbearable for me to leave the books to people who would mock them,
would impugn my honor when they examined them, would rejoice at my inadvertence
and error when they paged through them, and would show one another my [own] short-
coming and failing on account of them. If you were to say: “Why do you brand then
with distrust and censure their group with this fault?’” then my reply to you is that my
witness of them in life is that which affirms my belief concerning them after death. Just
how could I leave my books to people near to whom | lived as a neighbor for twenty
years and yet no affection from one of them to me ever proved true, nor was loyalty
from any one of their number apparent? Indeed, | was forced in many instances [while
living] among them, after fame and recognition, to eat greens in the desert, to beg dis-
gracefully from the elite and the commoners, to sell religion and honor, to engage in
hypocrisy [emphasis added].®°
In the same year (400/1009), al-Tawhidi dwells again on his ghurba in al-Saddqa wa-1-Sadig
(Friendship and Friends), a book that was supposed to mention neither alienation nor stranger-
hood. The patron Ibn Sa‘dan (d. 374/984-5) requested it to the following specifications:
Record these words, and add to them what you find on the subject, for conversations
about friends are sweet, and accounts of supportive companions are delightful.
acludll caaliall Cata g s 318 Ganall s Hlé el foa s 4Dy Alia 5 23800 138 3
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% Yaqut, Irshad, vol. V, 1924,

% Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidi, “Letter about Burning His Books.” Appendix in Wadad al-Qadi,
“Scholars and Their Books: A Peculiar Islamic View from the Fifth/Eleventh Century,” in
Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 124, No. 4 (Oct. - Dec., 2004), 637-8.

% al-Tawhidi, al-Sadaqa wa-1-Sadig (Friendship and Friends), edited by Ibrahim al-Kilani
(Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1964), 9.
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True to his “mournful,” “dissatisfied,” and “deviant” character, al-Tawhid1 ignores his patron’s
instructions and compiles a collection of verses and anecdotes that is hardly “sweet” or “de-
lightful.” After a short positive discussion of friendship in the opening, al-Tawhidi enumerates
all kinds of impossible friendships: for example, between scholars, tradesmen, and rulers.®’
Afterward, he discusses his own lack of companionship, stressing the impossibility of friend-
ship, saying:
| wrote these letters, despite the agony, regret, grief, anger, and heartsickness that my
spirit suffers ... For I have lost every friend and companion. I swear, there come days
when even in the mosque | pray alone. And if by chance, someone was praying next to
me, they are either a grocer, a miller, a cotton carder, a butcher. Whoever stands next
to me makes me nauseated with their noisome and fetid smell. Thus, | become a stranger
in my condition,a stranger in my words, a stranger in my beliefs, a stranger in my shape,
finding familiarity in desolation, satisfied with loneliness, accustomed to silence.%®
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And in case al-Sadaqa’s reader fails to deduce al-Tawhidi’s position towards friendship from
his lamentations, the author concludes the introduction of the book with the following warning:
Before anything, we ought to trust that there is no friend and not even one that resem-
bles a friend.
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While the aforementioned banished and punished strangers expressed their ghurba to
seek justice, empathy, and companionship, al-Tawhidi and al-Khattab1 lamented their stranger-
hood to criticize their contemporaries who failed to recognize the worth of their intellect. Both
intellectuals actively preferred their ghurba and dwelt lengthily in it. Their strangerhood dis-
tinguished them from “the commoners” and those who easily conformed to mediocre stand-

ards, such as “hypocrisy” and “selling one’s honor.” To gain back his exposure, al-Khattab1

%7 1bid, 5-6.
% Ibid, 7.
% 1bid, 9.
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laments the absence of a compatible peer and criticizes all kinds of social groups, implying that
his contemporaries were beneath him. As for al-Tawhidi, he takes matters into his own hands
and burns his books, to explicitly convey the superiority of his intellect. In both cases, stranger-
hood materializes as the consoling narrative of those who failed to gain recognition and appre-
ciation of their time. In other words, ghurba is a positive state, soothing those who fail to inte-
grate themselves into society or fail to achieve fame. Besides the symbolic profit, adab records
many instances in which strangerhood was praised for bringing concrete material gains, such

as giving access to exotic materials and curious goods.

IV. The Perks of Ghurba

1. Reasons to Leave

Besides the strangers who longed for their families and homelands, literary anthologies also
record the voices of rootless travelers, who—in keeping with familial metaphors—cut the um-
bilical cord that ties them to the nourishing motherlands and depart for faraway lands, seeking
rizq (sustenance), recognition, and intellectual stimulation. al-Jahiz elaborates on the first rea-
son thus:
God has divided profit between residence and journeying, between strangerhood and
familiarity of the homeland, and between what is more valuable and more beneficial,
when he made the streams of sustenance reliant on movement and pursuit. Most of it
[meaning rizq] is attainable after long strangerhood and remoteness. ... Don’t you see
how God did not make familiarity a tight chain hindering people, nor made sufficiency

tied to it... [Thus,] he divided needs and placed most of them in remoteness.™
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Al-Jahiz links home with mugam (stay), ilf (familiarity and attachment), and kifaya (suffi-
ciency). In this sense, home is a space of rest and satisfaction, yet of little rizq (sustenance). In

contrast, za n (departure) involves movement (haraka) and pursuit (talab), and it generates

0 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Buldan, edited by Salih Muhammad al-Alf, published in Journal of Lit-
erature Faculty, (Bagdad: Matba‘at al-Huktima, 1970), 464-5.
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profit (ribh) and benefit (naf).”* Al-Jahiz adopts a pragmatic financially-oriented approach,
which places profit over attachment and familiarity.
By leaving home, the trader/ traveler increases his chances of profit and fortune, as well
as his chances of social equity:
Mingle! For this is a time of mingling,
And people are two kinds: deprived and fortunate.
Do not dwell in a country that is of no use,
For the earth is wide and substance is spread.’
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Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463/1071) quotes these two verses in Bahjat al-Majalis, in a chapter on
“departing from homes of humiliation” in support of rootlessness and profit over attachment
and deprivation.”® His argument is clear: one must leave a land that limits one’s potential and
freedom, and seek to optimize one’s chances, mingling virtue and vice, strangerhood, and res-
idency. He stresses this argument once again a few lines later, quoting the words of Hatim al-
Ta'1, the iconic figure of generosity and hospitality in pre-Islam:
Remaining in the household makes people
blind to news and foolish in their earnings™
a5 sl Wl & 313
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According to this verse, those who never leave their native lands remain limited in their expe-
rience and existence, as opposed to those who take the risk of leaving. In his travelogue, Naser-
¢ Khosraw tells how he encountered a tribe who “in their whole lives, had drunk nothing but
camels’ milk, since there is nothing in the desert, but bitter scrub eaten by the camels.” He

adds: “they actually imagined the whole world was like this!”"> From the opportunity-seeking

1 Al-Jahiz’s statement resonates with Abii Zayd al-Sariiji’s last testament in M49. See Ch. 9.
"2 Tbn ‘Abd al-Barr, Bahjat al-majalis wa-uns al-mujalis wa-shahdh al-dhahin wa-\-hdjis, ed-
ited by Mohammad MursT al-Khali (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘IImiyya, N.D), 242 [Gruendler’s
translation].

3 For more on this chapter and other literary works on the homeland (al-watan), see Beatrice
Gruendler, “al-Hanin ila al-Awtan and its Alternatives in Classical Arabic Literature,” 1-41.
4 Tbn ‘Abd al-Barr, Bahjat al-majalis, 234.

7> Safarnama, 84.
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traveler’s perspective, home-dwellers blindly project their limited experience on a wide uni-
verse they cannot imagine. In contrast, according to Abu “Ali Miskawayh, travelers are never
blind, they roam the universe driven by avid eyes that seek to see everything. He says:
It is now clear why some people long to leave their homes and roam the earth. For the
desiderative power that specifically concerns sight loves to multiply and renew the ob-
jects of sight, and they think that individual objects of sight can be fully encompassed,
so they endure many hardships in order to perceive that species.”®
According to Abu ‘Ali Miskawayh, therefore, human choices are defined by a dominating
sense, which in the case of the traveler is that of sight. The difference between those who stay
and those who travel is not in the degree of their attachment to their family, nor their social and
economic aspirations, but rather in the degree of avidity in their eyes. Thus, those with a strong
desire to see more, to find the rare, and to witness the exotic are controlled mainly by their
eyes, while the ones who stay behind, content with familiarity are, if not blind, then at least
driven by other senses that are more stimulated at home.

It is no wonder that even firaqg (separation) inspires praise on occasion. According to al-
Tha‘alibi, “in separation, one finds the promise of return, protection from boredom, heart-
warming longings, and the entertainment of exchanging” (fi al-firaqg raja’ al-awba, wa-I-
salama min al-malal, wa- imarat al-galb bi-I-shawq, wa-1-uns bi-l-mukataba).”” Therefore, the
appreciation of adventure, stimulation, and profit which remoteness offers, does not deny the
possibility of homesickness. Rather, it is expected of strangers to feel perplexed toward home.
Home offers familiarity, recognition, and nourishment, but also brings up deprivation and
blindness. The same applies to strangerhood, which causes othering, desolation, and alienation,
and at the same time offers the avid traveler not only sustenance and knowledge but also the

opportunity to trade wonders and curiosities.
2. Trader of the Strange

The gharib’s capacity to see the new and the rare makes him suitable as a trader of the exotic.

George Simmel argues for this as being a key sociological feature of strangerhood:

Throughout the history of economics, the stranger everywhere appears as the trader, or

the trader as stranger. As long as economy is essentially self-sufficient, or products are

76 al-Tawhidi and Miskawayh, The Philosopher Responds, 209-210.
" al-Thaalibi, Tahsin algabih wa-tagbih al-hasan, edited by Shakir al-*Ashiir (Baghdad: Min-
istry of Awqaf, 1981), 57.
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exchanged within a spatially narrow group, it needs no middleman: a trader is only
required for products that originate outside the group. [emphasis added]’
Simmel’s trader acts as a mediator between the inside as a space of ordinariness, and the outside
as a space of the bizarre and that which is coveted. He is a ‘middleman’ who disturbs the
paradigm of sufficiency inside the home, its normality, and contentedness by providing won-
ders that figure elsewhere—outside. The main role of the stranger as a trader is to supply the
strange. It can be tangible goods, similar to those enumerated by al-Jahiz as “Exquisite Com-
modities, Goods, Slave-women, and Stones that Can Be Procured from [other] Countries, etc.”
(ma yujlab min al-buldan min tara’if al-sila ‘, wa-\-amti ‘a, wa-\-jawahir, wa-ghayr dhalik).”
It can also be stories and accounts from faraway lands. The stranger as a trader is not only a
vendor of goods, but also a narrator of curious stories that make his products more valuable. In
the above gharib list (4), the stranger is asked “halla atraftana min mugharribatin khabar?
[can you entertain us with news from elsewhere?]. Travelers brought with them stories of giants
who belonged to the tribes of Gog and Magog,®° massive fish that can eat an entire camel,®!
cannibals who devour outsiders,®? and fish that climb trees to drink coconut sap.®
The desire to hear the unique but also the useful guided Abi Dulaf al-Khazraji—the trav-
eler, mineralist, and composer of the long ode on the argot of the beggars (al-Qasida al-
Sasaniyya)—to write two geographical epistles in the fourth/tenth century. He opens the sec-

ond risala, in which he describes his journey to China and as follows:

8 George Simmel, “The Stranger,” in The Sociology of George Simmel, translated and edited
by Kurt H. Wolff (Illinois: Free Press, 1950), 403.

70 al-Jahiz, al-Tabsira bi-I-tijara, edited by: H. H. ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Tiinsi, 3rd ed. (Cairo: al-
Khanj1, 1994), 25-34.

8 See Ahmad ibn Fadlan, Mission to the Volga, trans. James E. Montgomery, in Two Arabic
Travel Books, edited by Philip Kennedy and Shawkat M. Toorawa (New York: NYU Press,
2014), 233-234.

81 This story figures in the Safarnama as follows: “In the town of Aydhab a man whose word
| trust told me that once a ship set out from that town for the Hejaz carrying camels for the emir
[commander or ruler] of Mecca. One of the camels died so it was thrown overboard. Immedi-
ately a fish swallowed it whole, except for one leg that stuck a bit out of the fish’s mouth. Then
another fish came and swallowed whole the fish that had swallowed the camel. ‘That fish is
called garsh,” he said.” See Safarnama, 65.

82 See Abii Zayd al-Sirafi (d. after 330/941), Accounts of China and India, trans. Tim Mackin-
tosh-Smith, in Two Arabic Travel Books, 35.

8 “They have also reported that in a certain part of the sea there are small flying fish that fly
over the surface of the water, called “water locusts,” and that elsewhere in the sea there are fish
that come out of the water, climb the coconut palms, drink the sap of the palms, and then return
to the water.” Ibid, 35.
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I present to you the sum of my journey from Bukhara to China ... and my return from
it through India ... I have mentioned some of the marvels I witnessed in the lands I
entered and among the tribes I traversed ... I decided to write this detailed epistle to
record what | saw and experienced, so the wise can use it as an example, and the men
of glory and comfort can use it as training. As for those who are incapable of roaming
the world, they can use it to cultivate their judgment. | begin with natural and marvelous
minerals, because they are the most beneficial 3
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Abi Dulaf addresses a hierarchy of readers: at the top, the wealthy and comfortable who can
appreciate both information and wonders, then the educated who would most likely only focus
on the useful minerals, and finally, at the bottom, those who would never see the world, and in
all probability only enjoy the marvelous accounts. While useful knowledge is to be used by the
wealthy and the wise, the locals, who never leave their land, are addressed mainly through
marvelous accounts.®®
In his pilgrimage to Mecca in 6%/12+ century, the Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr (d.
614/1217), one of the Haririyya’s big admirers,® returned with a different kind of account. His
travelogue does not include mythical creatures or rare minerals. Instead, it describes the re-
markable architecture of his time,®” as well as the beguiling orators of the mashrig, who pos-
sessed a kind of “lawful magic” (sihr halal), which brought tears to the eye and engender tarab

(excitement). He describes a preaching scene in Mecca as follows:

8 Abu Dulaf, Second Epistle, translated from Russian to Arabic by M.M. Mursi, edited by
Butrus Bulghakiif & Anas Khalidif (Cairo: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1970), 29-30.

8 This hierarchy brings to mind Ibn al-Mugaffa‘’s hierarchy of readers: the educated who can
benefit from both hikam and hikayat, and the commoners who can only make use of the latter.
8 Traversing Sariij, Ibn Jubayr says: “the city of Sariij, whose story is made famous by al-
HarTrT in connection with Abii Zayd ... has gardens and running waters as described in his
Magamar” 1bn Jubayr, The Travels of ibn Jubayr, translated by Ronald Broadhurst (London:
I.B. Tauris, 2020), 277-8. Moreover, in his introduction to the book, Robert Irwin makes the
connection between Ibn Jubayr’s occasionally high style and his study of the Haririyya. See
Robert Irwin, “Introduction,” in The Travels of ibn Jubayr, 36.

87 For instance, see his description of the Tulun Mosque. Ibid, 64, and the Lead Dome, Ibid.,
325-8.



Essakouti 207

[A] preacher from Khurasan, a man of handsome countenance and graceful gestures ...
used both the Arabic and the Persian tongues, employing them together with a lawful
magic of rhetoric, an eloquence of language, and a distinction of expression. He then
addressed his discourse to the Persians, using their tongue and causing them to shake
with emotion and to melt in sighs and sobs. The following night ... [h]e delivered a
sermon through which he strung, word by word, the verse of ‘The Throne’ [Q II, 256],
employing all forms of exhortatory exposition, and dealing with all branches of
knowledge. Also, in this he used both languages, moving hearts to rapture, and, after
overwhelming them, setting them on fire with emotion [emphasis added].%®

Later in Baghdad, Ibn Jubayr continues his quest for eloquent preachers, rarely quoting their

words. Instead, he recorded the reactions of their audiences who “threw themselves upon the

9989 ¢ 9990 «c¢

preacher, confessing their sins and showing their penitence, openly weeping,”™ “rolling in

the dust,”% as well as his own dazzlement and astonishment in the presence of these “unrivalled
men’’:
We witnessed an awesome spectacle which filled the soul with repentance and contri-
tion, reminding it of the dreads of the Day of Resurrection. Had we ridden over the high
seas and strayed through the waterless desert only to attend the sermon of this man, it
would have been a gainful bargain and a successful and prosperous journey.®?
Charmed by the power of oratory, Ibn Jubayr lays aside the original goal of his journey (the
hajj) and the wondrous sights he encountered in his journey and describes an exhortatory scene
as the highlight of his journey. Ibn Jubayr’s personal perspective and emotional description of
what ‘magically’ moved him, proves that the choice of wonders is not always dictated by the
audience/customers who request exquisite rarities (al-Jahiz), entertaining stories (Ibn Fadlan
and Khusraw), or useful sources (Abii Dulaf), it is also conditioned by the personal taste of the
trader. The traveler enjoys a special degree of freedom, which allows him to have—and even
impose—his own taste of tara if. In the “blind” eyes of the locals, the stranger is the authority

on the strange.

8 |hid, 206-7.
8 1bid, 252.
% |hid, 252.
%1 Ibid, 252.
9 bid, 251.
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Conclusion

Ghurba proves to be a nuanced and ambiguous experience resisting a fixed definition. It com-
bines spiritual and physical alienation, as well as voluntary and forced isolation. It is a state in
which the self interacts with both space and society to find recognition and familiarity, or to
act as a trader of the unusual and the strange. The above experiences of strangers and the dif-
ferent connotations of gharib can be summarized in two physical organs: eyes and feet. The
eyes are the stranger’s reason to travel (Abii “All Miskawayh), to find the exotic (al-Jahiz, Ibn
Dulaf), or to seek isolation (al-Tawhidi, al-Khattabi). The eyes provide empathy, validation,
and companionship for the fortunate travelers and inflict otherness, discrimination, and rejec-
tion on the unfortunate strangers. As for the feet, they represent movement in space, with an
obvious class difference. In the case of the poor and banished sa ‘alik, the feet that carried them
everywhere even become their nickname, “al-rijliyyiin.””® However, in case of privileged trav-
elers, who wanted to discover the world and have access to curiosities on the back of horses
and she-camels, feet only carry metaphorical implications.

Eyes and feet are quite significant in Maqgamat al-Hariri. The narrator represents the eyes
and acts at the beginning of each episode as the curious traveler who seeks the strange and the
exotic; at each episode ending, he functions as the one who recognizes and identifies the trick-
ster. As for Abii Zayd al-Sariji, he represents the tireless feet that rove from place to place, to
trade goods and endure exile by making a living and surviving. The organs keep competing in
the Haririyya until the trickster returns to his homeland, abandoning both his roles as the refu-
gee and the trader of the strange. Once al-Sartiji’s feet stop running, he loses his strangeness

and strangerhood, as well as the narrator’s curiosity.

% Jawad ‘Al al-mufassal, 172.
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Chapter 8

Being a Gharib in al-Hamadhant’s and al-Hariri’s Magamat: Strangers, Af-
finities, and Space

The preceding chapter provided an overview of the concept of ghurba between the pre-Islamic
period and the 13+ century. It covered up to one century after the production of al-Hariri’s
Magamat in order to include the travelogue of Ibn Jubayr, a reader of the Haririyya who, in a
way, imitated its narrator’s quest for oratory and beguiling language. In his travelogue, Ibn
Jubayr recounts stories of remarkable orators he met on his journeys and communicates a love
for beautiful language, which he preferred over the architecture and other marvels he witnessed
on his travels. The other strangers and anthologists who recorded different instances of
strangerhood before the 12+ century were cited to draw a picture of the tradition within which
the Haririyya was produced. Al-Harir1 did not produce his oeuvre in a vacuum. Through the
Magamat, he represents the two dominant types of strangers: the scholars, who wandered
through Islamic territories and beyond as strangers, seeking learnedness and curiosities; and
the destitute outcasts, who used deceit and trickery to survive. These two types of strangers,
though belonging to al-Harir’s immediate reality! and were represented as literary figures in
poetry and anthologies, were juxtaposed a century earlier in the Magamat of the eminent al-
Hamadhani, which features characters wandering, running away, and seeking strangeness and
adab in faraway lands.

In this chapter, | argue that al-HarirT adopted several conventions established by al-
Hamadhani, such as the two types of strangers (the adib and the trickster), the narrator’s mini-
malism (I call it nobodiness), the repetitive encounters in which words are exchanged for
money, and the use of ghurba as a liminal motif. However, while al-Hamadhani creates a free-
wheeling trickster who hardly remembers home let alone yearn for it, al-HarirT constructs a
protagonist with a round character and elaborate backstory that raises empathy in the audience,
one that involves invasion, losing family, and return. Accordingly, I compare the two works

using two variables: first, the typology of strangers), and second the complex relations between

1 According to several accounts, the inspiration behind al-Harir’s trickster was a wandering
beggar whom the author met in the mosque, claiming that the Byzantines captured his son, later
comparing notes with others al-HarirT discovered that the beggar showed in other places nar-
rating different scenarios to collect charity. See Yaqiit, /rshad, 5, 2203.
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the narrators and tricksters, by examining their “basic rapports,” meaning desire, communica-

tion, and support.

|. Portraying Strangers
1. The Narrators as Nobodies

Narrators are the eyes through which a fictitious world is developed, filtered, and perceived.
Narratology offers many categories to define a narrator, yet in the magama genre, only two
questions matter. First, is the narrator a participant character in the story (homo-diegetic), or is
he merely recounting it (hetero-diegetic)? Second, how much does he know? More than the
protagonist (Narrator Zero), as much as the protagonist (an internal narrator), or less than the
protagonist (an external narrator).? Applying these two questions to the Hamadhaniyya and the
Haririyya shows that the two narrators ‘Isa ibn Hisham and al-Harith ibn Hammam combine
participation and narration (homo-diegesis, hetero-diegesis), with a few exceptions where they
are absent from the episodes, and act only in hetero-diegetic capacity. Moreover, they function
exclusively as external narrators, with very limited information and no access to the protago-
nists’ inner thoughts, a logical choice, given that the magama genre revolves around surprising
moments of recognition.

As narrators, ‘Isa ibn Hisham and al-Harith ibn Hammam are nearly identical. They differ
only in their degree of participation in the episodes (see below). Otherwise, they share a voca-
tion, belong to the class of the educated elite, and pursue the goal of collecting adab, more
generally, and gharib, more particularly. These two narrators also function similarly in most
of the episodes, narrating their arrivals, witnessing the trickster’s speech, describing his re-
wards, revealing his identity, and announcing separation and departure. All these features are
explicitly relevant to the plot and linked immediately to seeking exotic accounts and strange
vocabularies.

However, the one feature that is unrelated to the above, which both Ibn Hisham and Ibn
Hammam likewise share is the absence of any backstory for either, which their facelessness,
infrequent allusion to the homeland, and lack of blood relations manifest. Despite their partic-
ipation in the episodes, the reader gains little information about them. Never reflecting on

themselves or their outward appearance, Ibn Hisham and Ibn Hammam instead direct their

2 These two questions represent a simplification of what Gerard Genette called Mode and
Voice. See Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University, 1980), 212-262.
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gaze—and, by extension, the reader’s—to the tricksters, who continually change their masks,
age, and even gender. Thus, although these two narrators seem homo-diegetic, they act mainly
as transparent hetero-diegetic ones. Thus, in the awe-inspiring changes of al-Sartji and al-Is-
kandarT, the reader completely forgets that they are viewed by narrators who must also have a
face. To the readers, these narrators are merely eyes that witness the trickster’s speech, uncover
his true identity, then describe his departure.

The birthplace of the narrators is mentioned one time each in both the Hamadhaniyya
and the Haririyya,® unlike the tricksters who always carry their native cities with them in their
names, i.e., Iskenderun and Sariij. Devin Stewart notes the “complementary incompleteness”*
of the protagonists’ names, meaning that what the narrator lacks in his name (nisba or origin)
is given to the trickster, who in his turn lacks a first name which the narrator has (‘Isa, al-
Harith). In other words, the trickester and narrator in each work complement each other’s iden-
tities. This theory is also maintained by Cooperson, in the case of the Hamadhaniyya, whose
narrator and trickster, he holds, act as doppelgangers.®

Both ‘Isa ibn Hisham and al-Harith ibn Hammam travel without a child or a wife, and in
the few occasions when they are accompanied, it is by other anonymous strangers.® Instead of
lamenting the family’s absence, the narrators praise their “lightness,” which allows them to
seek adab without chains. For instance, in M46, Ibn Hammam describes how easy it was to
travel to Aleppo because his “back was light”’ (khafif al-hadh),® meaning without money, fam-
ily, or responsibility. Similarly, in al-Magama al-Balkhiyya, Ibn Hisham nostalgically recalls

his youth, when he was khali al-bal (carefree), carrying a quest for “stray words to catch”

(shurid min al-kalim asiduha). Consequently, the two narrators are portrayed as transparent,

% In the second magama in the Haririyya the narrator claims that he just returned from ghurba
to his native city (fa-lamma ubtu min ghurbati ila manbat shu ‘bati), but he does not say which
city it is, nor does he mention it again on any other occasion. al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 20. As for
al-Hamadhaniyya, in al-Magama al-Hulwaniyya while speaking to a talkative hairdresser, he
mentions briefly that he comes from Qumm, and once again, in no other occasion is his home-
land mentioned by name. al-Hamadhani, al-Magamat, 199.

% Devin Stewart, “"Isa b. Hisham’s Shiism and Religious Polemic in the Magamat of Badi‘ al-
Zaman al-Hamadhani (d. 398/1008),” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 10, 12.

® Michael Cooperson, “Baghdad in Rhetoric and Narrative,” in Mugarnas, VVol. 13 (1996), 107.
® For instance, in the Haririyya, see: M4, M18, M20, M32. In the Hamadhaniyya, see: M. al-
Shiraziyya, M. al-Kifiyya, M. al-Asadiyya.

" al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 147.

8 al-Hariri, Magamat, 522.
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detached characters who abandon social relations, to single-handedly collect adab and speci-
mens of strange language. Thus, “they leave behind them the attachments of stay and shake off
the impediments of travel”® (rafadtu ‘ald’iq al-istigama, wa-nafadtu ‘awa’q al-igama).*°

The two narrators rarely refer to home, and when they do, it is always in contrast to the
exotic, entertaining adab, which deserves all sacrifices, including time, money, land, and kin.
This attitude is summarized in the opening of al-Magama al-Ramliyya (M31), where lbn
Hammam says:

In the prime of my youth and the freshness of vigorous life, | hated making my den in
the thickets [towns], and loved slipping out of scabbard, from my ken, that travel fills
the provision bags and produces gain, while cleaving to one’s country hamstrings
[houghs] the intellect and lowers the Stay-at-home.!
This opening resonates with the texts mentioned in the previous chapter, which argue for the
advantages of ghurba and pursuing the curiosities that exist only in remoteness. Accordingly,
this fragment and other similar openings, anchor Ibn Hisham and Ibn Hammam in a wider
group of avid travelers and passionate collectors of language, who hardly inspire any empathy:
they are happy in their quest, and they never regret their choice.

The narrators’ moments of arrival, which are uneventful and almost positive,'? accentuate
their flat nature. The moments of arrival contradict Rosenthal’s description of the gharib’s
entrance, which he depicts as being “primarily seen from, so to speak, the receiving end, that
is, the group faced with persons attempting to enter it, who were usually not welcomed with
open arms, and even less so as equals.”*® According to this, the stranger is the one who asks
for admittance, yet rarely obtains it. In contrast, in both the Hamadhaniyya and the Haririyya,
the two narrators receive immediate acceptance. The case is so regardless of where they are or
whose hospitality they seek, be it scholars who share their interests, or Bedouins who ignore
their jargon.!* Thus, welcomed and integrated, the two narrators are saved from the rejections

% al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 25 [adapted].

10 al-Hariri, Magamat, 312.

1 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 31.

12 In the Hamadhaniyya, we have an example of an unhospitable entry in al-Magama al-Na-
hidiyya, where the narrator and a group of travelers ask for food from a guy who teases them
with descriptions of delicious food he does not own. Eventually the host’s daughter offers bread
to the hungry strangers, which sets the whole anecdote as a pretext for displaying food related
vocabulary.

13 Rosenthal, “The Stranger,” 757.

14 For instance, see al-Hamadhani, “al-Magama al-Aswadiyya,” 159; and al-Hariri, “al-
Magama al-Wabariyya,” 270.
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groups usually inflict on the outsider, but most importantly they lose the reader’s empathy. As
al-Tawhidi argues in his Isharat al-ghurba, which was discussed in the previous chapter, losing
empathy costs the stranger his visibility and his identity, turning him into a “nobody.”*® Both
the Haririyya and the Hamadhaniyya employ the narrators’ nobodiness as a literary device,
stripping them of any shroud of identity, to turn them into transparent channels of transmission.
In this sense, they do not draw attention to themselves. Instead, they direct the audience’s gaze
to the trickster, the mysterious stranger, who possesses a myriad of stories, words, and masks.
Ibn Hisham and Ibn Hammam are, therefore, portrayed minimally, to act as a prism, through
which diversity, strangeness, and curiosities emanate.

Despite the minimality of both narrators, al-Hamadhani does give his narrator Ibn
Hisham a larger role in his Magamat, which more than al-Hariri allows for his narrator. For
instance, in al-Magama al-Shamiyya, Ibn Hisham plays the role of the judge,'® whereas Ibn
Hammam always acts a mere witness in the Haririyya, such as in the episodes based on the trio
of judge + trickster + wife. Moreover, al-Hamadhani even makes his narrator the sole protag-
onist of al-Maqgama al-Baghdadiyya, where he acts as a cunning trickster, replacing al-Is-
kandari. Al-Harr1, on the contrary, accentuates the nobodiness of his narrator. First, he ascribes
to him a name that can apply to anyone, which he composes based on the hadith (kullukum
harith, wa-kullukum hammam) (Chapter 1). Second, he makes him serve as a secondary char-
acter with redundant functions that are limited to witnessing, narrating, then unveiling the char-
acter’s identity. Finally, al-HarirT includes him as a placeholder, with little semantic infor-
mation, that can be replaced at any time by the central protagonist: the trickster. A case in point
is al-Maqama al-Haramiyya, which is narrated—unlike the rest of the episodes—Dby the trick-
ster himself. Ibn Hammam’s role, in this case, is limited to that of the hetero-diegetic reporter.
The hero’s arrival in this magama is described in the first person, as follows:

| ceased not since | bestrode my stout camel and departed from my spouse and my
sprigs, to crave for the sight of Basra with the craving of the oppressed for help, since
the possessors of knowledge and the lords of tradition agreed upon the eminence of her
schools and scholars and the glories of her tombs and martyrs, and | begged of Allah to

make me tread her soil, so that I might feast my eyes on her.’

15 al-Tawhidi, al-Isharat al-ilahiyya, 81-82.

16 For a commentary and a translation of this al-Magama al-Shamiyya, see Bilal Orfali and
Maurice Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badi * al-Zaman, 119-140.

17 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 163-164.
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Here, discourse belongs to a privileged traveler, whose journey was voluntary, whose refer-
ences were intellectual, and whose main motivation was curiosity. These reasons contradict the
well-established background of al-Hariri’s trickster: a refugee who is forced to leave his in-
vaded homeland, one who does not select locations based on desire or any accounts about them,
but rather based on the opportunity they offer him and the profit he can gain.

This contradiction can be explained by one of the following. First, as many accounts
state, al-Haramiyya was al-Hariri’s first episode,'® meaning that it was a pilot magama, in
which he was experimenting with different modes and voices. Second, the opening—where the
acts of traveling and reflection on ghurba occur—is a fixed convention of the genre. Thus, it
is unrelated to the emotional state of whoever happens to narrate the episode. In other words,
the privileged and educated discourse on ghurba is a generic component independent of the
speaker. It is a liminal phase that precedes and follows the exchange of words. Hence, when
the narrator recedes into the background, the trickster takes over and replaces him.

To summarize, both the Haririyya and the Hamadhaniyya revolve around two strangers,
the adib and the trickster, who episodically meet to exchange odd words and bizarre styles of
composition, before going their separate ways. The narrator is more or less flat, functioning as
a transparent channel for the trickster. His sole mission is to seek adab and its representative,
the trickster. On a few occasions, al-Hamadhani allows the narrator to draw some attention to
himself and to play a larger role in the plot. Conversely, al-HarirT systematizes the role of the
narrator and fixes his nature as a secondary character, whose main role is to witness and narrate.
Nevertheless, even these functions are sometimes eliminated, as in al-Magama al-Haramiyya.
Curiously, al-Harir1’s handling of the narrator contradicts his development of the trickster, who

is far more complicated than al-Hamadhani’s Aba al-Fath al-Iskandari.

2. Tricksters

Comparing the Hamadhaniyya’s and the Haririyya’s tricksters is less straightforward than
comparing their two narrators. The latter were minimalized and depicted as detached and flat
because they represented the educated class which was both socially and literarily accepted and
familiar. Thus, they required little to no description. The tricksters, however, stand for an unu-

sual group, the Banii Sasan, who possess an exotic language, an argot that is exclusive to them,

18 Mathew Keegan analyzes these accounts in the course of discussing how some readers in-
sisted on the Haririyya’s characters being real people. See Keegan, “The Poetics of Virtual
Experience and the Semiotic Theory of Fiction,” 231-302.
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and follow a moral system that is atypical. For this reason, they demand more elaboration and
necessitate that the narrative be more focused on them. These tricksters made the magamat a
popular genre among premodern readers, who did not pick them up for their narrators, but for
their tricksters who represent the curious and the transgressive. To outperform his predecessor,
therefore, al-Hariri’s challenged himself to create a more fascinating trickster that would over-
shadow al-Hamadhaniyya’s main trickster,'® Abii al-Fath al-Iskandari. This is most explicit in
al-Magama al-Hajariyya, where Abu Zayd al-Sariji enumerates his types of wit and tricks,
before announcing boastfully:
If al-IskandarT has been before me,
the dew precedes the shower,
but the shower excels the dew in fructifying bounty.?°
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These verses attest to the many intertextual resonances between the two works, and the protag-
onist’s meta-fictional awareness. Al-HarirT chooses the trickster as a symbol to argue that being
the predecessor is not proof of originality, but mere “dew” announcing that “quenching rain”
is coming next. To demonstrate the eminence of his trickster, al-Hariri borrows the motif of
strangerhood from his predecessor, yet constructs a more complicated stranger, who is the sole
protagonist of the narrative, as opposed to al-IskandarT who is one protagonist among many.
Furthermore, the uniqueness of al-Sarfiji is attested by the backstory al-HarirT gives him, which
sets him apart from the free-wanderers of the Hamadhaniyya, who engage with their ghurba
aloofly. Additionally, al-Sartiji expresses contradictory emotions, altering between yearning
and rootlessness, while the Hamadhaniyya’s strangers are permanently cynical and rootless. In
other words, despite belonging to the same group, that of the Banai Sasan, and occupying the
same genre, that of magamat, the two tricksters, Abu al-Fath al-IskandarT and Abu Zayd al-
Sariij1, hardly resemble each other, be it in their dominance over the narrative, dramatic impact,

and their way of living their strangerhood.

19 Al-Hamadhani constructs many tricksters besides al-Iskandari, see below.
20 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 162.
21 al-Hariri, Magamat, 555.
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2.1. The Hamadhaniyya’s Multiple Strangers

In the Hamadhaniyya, one encounters many kinds of strangers: the possessed (al-Magama al-
Iblisiyya), the mad (al-Maqgama al-Maristaniyya), the banished (al-Magama al-Bishriyya), the
runaway (al-Magama al-Adharbayjaniyya, al-Magama al-Aswadiyya), the pilgrim (al-
Magqgama al-Qirdiyya), the mukdri (al-Magama al-Nisabiriyya), and of course, the collectors of
language and adab (al-Magama al-Balkhiyya, al-Magama al-Makfiifiyya). One also comes
across episodes in which Abi al-Fath al-Iskandart is replaced by other protagonists, who be-
long to different categories of strangers (See Chapter 7): a su ‘litk named Bishr ibn ‘Awana al-
‘Abdi (al-Magama al-Bishriyya), a nomadic poet named al-Najim (al-Maqgama al-Najimiyya),
a mugharrib?® called ‘Isma ibn Badr al-Fazari, who recounts his encounters with genie poets
and their bizarre stories (al-Magama al-Ghaylaniyya), and Abu al-‘Anbas al-Saymari, a
scholar whose main occupation is to collect exotic and entertaining accounts (al-Magama al-
Saymariyya).

The common feature these strangers share is their positive attitude toward traveling. They
never express or experience desolation, remorse, yearning, or strangerhood. For instance, al-
Magama al-Adharbayjaniyya concludes with Abii al-Fath al-Iskandari describing himself as
“the spinning top of time” (ana khudhrifat al-zaman), and “the everlasting inhabitant of the
road” (‘ammarat al-turug).?® As a spinning top, moved by the hand of time, al-Iskandari im-
plies that life is a game, where he has no affinities, no direction, and no home. Instead of la-
menting his lost state, he embraces the playground, that is, the road, and calls it home. Accord-
ingly, when asked about his homeland, al-IskandarT aloofly replies:

Verily, God has servants
Who have adopted a manifold existence,
In the evening they are Arabs
In the morning Nabatis?*
Raue 4 &)
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22 See gharib list (8) in Chapter 7.

23 al-Hamadhani, Magamat, 52. [my translation]

24 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi ‘ al-Zaman, 34-5
25 al-Hamadhani, Magamat, 21.
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The idea of home inspires only indifference in the trickster. He adopts whatever native land the
context or the audience demands. To him, his attitude is utterly normal. God created both those
who are tied to one place and the chameleons, who adapt their identities to situational dictates.
Similarly, in al-Magama al-Najimiyya, another trickster boastingly describes how he defeated
ghurba and gouged its eyes out, saying:

“I have tried the people that I might know them... and exile that I might taste it. No

country has looked at me whose eye I have not plucked out”?°
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Instead of lamenting their strangerhood or yearning for stability, al-Hamadhaniyya’s
strangers accept their ghurba as a fact and continue their journey freely and independently,
rarely accompanied by kin,?® and always reluctant to engage in camaraderie. For example, in
al-Magama al-Khalafiyya, the narrator meets an interesting person whom he calls a friend.
Suddenly, however, the anonymous companion vanishes. After searching for several days, 1bn
Hisham finally finds the deserter and asks him why he left, a question to which the man answers
starkly: “No snare catches the free-born like bounty ... Now, thou didst not plant me for thy
slave to uproot me, not didst thou buy me for thy servants to sell me”?® (al-hur 1 yu liquh
sharak ka-1- ‘ata ... wa-anta lam taghrisni li-yaqla ‘ant ghulamuk wa-1a ishtaraytant li-yabi ‘ant
khaddamuk).®® These words attest to the speaker’s sentiments toward companionship and gen-
erosity. Instead of finding in them contentment and familiarity, the anonymous interlocutor of
Ibn Hisham interprets them as deceptive traps threatening to undermine his independence, and
as markers of possessiveness scheming to “plant” him in one soil and deny him freedom and
movement. Thus, between friendship and autonomy, the stranger of al-Magama al-Khalafiyya
abandons Ibn Hisham and at once takes the road, to join those who prefer wandering as “spin-

ning tops” to being bound by the destination or companionship.

26 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi‘, 157.

2 al-Hamadhani, Magamat, 219-220.

28 Only once Abii al-Fath al-Iskandari is accompanied by two wives, and even then, they both
demand divorce, which means they are already in a state of separation. See al-Magama al-
Shamiyya, in Orfali & Pomerantz, The Magamat of Badi* al-Zaman, 119-140. Also, in al-
Magqgama al-Wasiyya, al-Iskandari speaks to his son. See al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi ',
153-55.

29 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi ‘, 149.

%0 al-Hamadhani, Magamat, 226.
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Following this, one may ask: What is the point of all this roaming? Do the Hamadhaniyya
strangers subscribe to the idea of “the road for the road’s sake”? As tricksters, thieves,> muk-
addis (wandering beggars), and as Banti Sasan in general, these strangers do not travel to see
the world, nor seek new curiosities, but rather to gain wealth, or in Abt al-Fath al-Iskandar’s
words:

| roam about the interiors of the countries, in order that I may light upon the dish of a
generous man. | have a mind served by a tongue, and rhetoric which my own fingers
record. My utmost desire is a generous person who will lower me one of his saddle bags
and give me his wallet.®2
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Consequently, Hamadhaniyya tricksters offer their eloquence and witticism in exchange for
material profit, which can be obtained from generous patrons, or extracted from deceived au-
diences. To avoid punishment, they run away from the latter, and to avoid dependency and
“implantation,” they abandon the former. Regardless of the plot or the encountered audience,
departure is foreseeable and favorable. Thus, al-Hamadhant’s strangers roam the dominion of
Islam, from the west to the east, alone and unhindered, showing no interest in the homeland,
their kin, or friendship. This is partially explained by the fact that tricksters are supposed to
inspire laughter in their audience and not empathy. As for Abii Zayd al-Sariij1, he emulates the
cynicism of al-Hamadhani’s tricksters. However, al-HarirT makes his trickster character more
nuanced and multifaceted, adding homesickness and yearning, which makes him an ambiguous

and complex stranger.

2.2. Haririyya’s Tragic Stranger

Al-HarirT communicates a different agenda through his lonely and multifaceted trickster, con-
structing him to represent defeat, rejection, tragedy, and ambivalence. Defeat is already an-

nounced in his name. Abt Zayd al-Sariji refers to a city the Byzantines occupied (i.e., Sarij),

81 See al-Magama al-Rusafiyya, where al-Hamadhani enlists different types of thieves and their
tricks, only the opening of this magama figures in Muhammad ‘Abduh’s edition, the rest of the
maqgama was deleted because Abduh thought it was not appropriate for the youth. See the full
magama in Orfali & Maurice Pomerantz, The Maqgamat of Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhanti,
158-161.

32 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badr ", 68.

33 al-Hamadhani, Magamat, 83.
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unlike al-Hamadhani’s trickster, who is named after two victorious conquering movements:
the Islamic futithat (Abu al-Fath), and the long military campaign of Alexander the Great (al-
Iskandari).®* Choosing Sariij as a nisba for the trickster implies two things. On the one hand, it
highlights a motivation to contradict®® the victorious name of al-Iskandari, to create a character
who lost his home and family in the Crusades. On the other hand, and most importantly, it links
losing the homeland to immoral conduct. This shows in al-Sariji’s repentance from his trickery
and deceptive ways the moment al-Sartij becomes independent. The Haririyya tells the reader
nothing about al-Sartji’s conduct before the invasion. However, since all his trickeries occur
in exile, and since his repentance coincides exactly with his city’s independence,® one can
infer that exile in the Haririyya is depicted as a state of exception that forces one to engage in
deception and trickery. In other words, as a stranger who was forced out of his invaded home,
al-Sarji has no choice but to deceive, but, once his home is liberated and the status quo is
restored, he returns to being a good man, whose words and eloguence only serve God (M50).
In this regard, al-Sartiji’s motivations for deception are more nuanced in the Haririyya than his
predecessor in the Hamadhaniyya, whose reasoning is limited to the repetitive sentence: “Do
not blame me, blame time.”%’

Besides defeat, military failure, and exile, or because of them all, al-Sariji’s appearance
or his entering the stage is usually met with distrust, disgust, and rejection, especially, in the
episodes where he enters literary salons and encounters the educated elite. A case in point is
al-Magama al-Furatiyya, in which al-Harith ibn Hammam meets a group of bureaucrats who
accept him and treat him as a “son of their intimacy.”3® They then invite him to travel with
them on a ship where they later meet al-Saryji in a repulsive state. The narrator describes the

encounter as follows:

3 For the full interpretation of Abt al-Fath al-Iskandari’s name, see: Mohammed Birairi, “al-
Rahil fi magamat Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhani: al-itha at wa-1-maghza,” in Alif. Journal of
Comparative Poetics, No. 26, (2006), 141-145.

% The Sariiji name could also be an imitation of al-IskandarT’s narrative, in which he claims to
be a refugee from the occupied land of Iskenderun. This interpretation is addressed in more
detail in the Introduction, section “Creating an Ambivalent Trickster.”

% The narrator recounts his hearing of the trickster’s repentance and Sariij’s independence as
follows: “then they told me that they had made a halt at Sartj, after the wild asses had left it,
and had seen there its renowned Abi Zayd, who had donned the wool cloth, and was leading
the rows of the praying.” al-Hariri, Assemblies II, 181-182.

8" For example, see al-Iskandar’s envoys in the magamat: al-Qaridiyya, al-Azdiyya, al-Mak-
Jufiyya.

38 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 229.
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And when we had mounted our sable beast, and set ourselves in our cushion-saddle that

moved on the water, - We found there an old man, on whom was a thread-bare coat and

a worn turban.- Then the company loathed his presence, and found fault with whoever

had brought him; and would have purposed to put him forth of the ship, but that their

calmness returned to them.3®
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Despite his recent encounter with the secretaries, al-Harith ibn Hammam narrates the incident
using the pronoun “we,” which highlights his complete integration into the high-handed group,
whose disapproval of a passenger can bring about his banishment from a moving ship. Loathed
and endangered, al-Sartiji decides to secure his place on the ship by proving his oratorical and
rhetorical skills, trading an eloquent speech for admittance. Once al-Sariji proves his worth,
the passengers’ revulsion transforms into admiration, and they plead with al-Sar{iji to remain
on board. Angry and offended, the trickster answers:

Since you have hurt my honor on account of my worn garment, and cast a shadow on

my soul for the threadbareness of my coat, - | will look upon you only with a heated

eye; you shall have from me only a ship’s companionship ... then he delayed not to bid

the sailors stop, and he ascended from the boat and made off.*!
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Curiously, this magama involves no trickery and no reward. It mainly emphasizes the substan-
tial power of words in the Haririyya, as they save the trickster from rejection and imminent
danger and reduce prominent people to pleading. This magama also demonstrates the tremen-
dous difference between the narrator, whose admittance is automatic and unconditional, and
the trickster, who is excluded until proven eloquent. Moreover, it illustrates the contradictory
reasons which motivate the two main characters: while curiosity and a thirst for knowledge

motivate the narrator, rejection and the need to survive motivate the trickster. This brings to

3 1bid, 230.

40 al-Hariri, Magamat, 211.

41 al-Harir1, Assemblies |, 233-234.
42 al-Hariri, Magamat, 218-220.



Essakouti 221

mind Sara Ahmed’s statement: “some strangers are stranger than others.”*3 By extension, some
strangers are more empathic than others.

To amplify Abii Zayd al-Sariiji’s empathic effect, the Haririyya highlights the trickster’s
problematic past, which involves war, destitution, and loss. In al-Magama al-Haramiyya, al-
Sariiji expresses his feelings about the hardships he suffered, saying:

Once I had in Sartj my home, seat of faith and of righteousness,

Where obedience was paid to me for my wealth and my lordly state.

Till the Lord wrought a change in what through His favour had been my wont,

For He settled the Greeks in our country after a feud that rose,

And they seized on the households of all believers in one true God

And deprived me of all my goods either hidden or free to view.

Thus became | an outcast in distant lands and a fugitive,

Who beseecheth men’s bounty while ere it had been besought of me.**
Al-Sariiji’s verses portray him as a gharib, suffering physical strangerhood, which manifests
in forced displacement, and homesickness. This feeling of ghurba is heightened by the loss of
faith, family, and wealth. In other words, the Haririyya depicts al-Sariiji as a tragic character
who inspires empathy in his audience, despite his misdeeds and recurrent deceptions. The com-
bination of tragedy, poetic eloquence, and trickery provoked Ernest Renan to criticize al-Hariri,
whom, he says, “does not have a serious word of criticism for him [trickster]; he makes him
die an honest man; he gives him at times very delicate feelings, among others a tender memory
of his homeland which inspires him with charming verses.”* Such reproach would never be
directed at al-Hamadhani, whose tricksters are permanently cynical and frivolous, roaming the
dominion of Islam to deceive and profit, never expressing remorse or homesickness. Con-
versely, al-Hariri’s fascination with ambiguity drove him to combine “delicate feelings” with
trickery and to complicate matters more, he also makes his protagonist alternate between root-
lessness and homesickness. For example, in al-Magama al-Maraghiyya, al-Sariiji describes his

homeland as a lost paradise. Lamenting its loss, he says:

Ghassan is my noble kindred, and Ser(j my ancient land:
There my home was like the sun in splendour and mighty rank;
And my dwelling was as Paradise in sweetness and pleasantness and worth.

43 Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters, 25.
44 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 167-168.
45 Renan, “Les Séances de Hariri,” 295.
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Oh, excellent were the life | led there and the plenteous delights,

Now if grief could kill, surely, I should perish from my abiding griefs;

Or if past life could be redeemed my good heart’s blood should redeem it.

For death is better for a man than to live the life of a beast.*®
In al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya, al-Sarji adopts an opposite approach, describing his homeland
as a place of stagnation and invisibility. He says:

To a native place cling not where folks oppress and hold thee in scant esteem,

But depart the land that exalts the low above the high in dignity,

And take thy flight to a safe retreat, although it were on the skirts of Kaf.*’
Rejected, impoverished, exiled, loathed, and complex, Abii Zayd al-SariijT overshadows his
one-dimensional cynical predecessor, Abt al-Fath al-Iskandari. Al-Sarijt also overshadows his
follower, al-Harith ibn Hammam. In other words, ghurba, ambiguity, and rejection are al-
Sarij’s resources for emphasizing his prominence in the Haririyya, as well as in the magama
genre. As intriguing as it is to compare the two tricksters in either the Haririyya or the
Hamadhaniyya (emulation, superiority, ambiguity), it is far more rewarding to study the rela-
tionship between trickster and narrator since they coexist in the same narrative and bring the

best (eloquence) and worse (trickery) in each other.

I1. Narrators and Tricksters: Basic Bounds

In Magama: A History of a Genre, Hdmeen-Anttila favors al-Iskandar over al-Sartiji, because
the first never deceived his companion, while the second tricks al-Harith ibn Hammam on sev-
eral occasions.*® However, the relationship between the two protagonists in each work is far
more complicated to be summarized as trickery or lack thereof. That relationship involves de-
sire, communication, and participation, or what Todorov calls “les rapports de base,” or basic
relationships between fictional characters. From these three relations, others derive: one kind
of relationship is derived according to the rule of opposition, i.e., hatred/disinterest stands in
opposition to desire, miscommunication is in opposition to communication, and hindrance is

in opposition to participation; the other kind follows the rule of passivity, or reciprocity, which

46 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 138.
47 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 100-101.
48 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 173.
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entails that A desires B, and A is desired by B, A communicates with B, and B communicates
with A, and A helps B, while B helps A.*

1. Desire as a Motive to Travel

Applying Todorov’s “basic relations” to the two magamat collections, we can see that the
tricksters are always the narrator’s object of desire. The latter cross countries and deserts just
to meet their fleeting sources briefly, and to hear their deceiving, strange, yet abundant words.
Fulfilling this desire is hardly possible with a beloved who “wanders abroad faster than the
proverb, and swifter than the moon in her changes”™ (kana asyara min al-mathal, wa-asra ‘a
min al-gamar fi al-naql).>* Thus, the journey in both the Hamadhaniyya and the Haririyya is
triggered by a desire to grasp the slippery trickster who represents the curious and exotic.
The opposite of desire, meaning hatred or at least disinterest is expressed by the trickster
in both works. Al-Iskandari and al-Sartiji depart as soon as money is exchanged for words,
leaving the narrators longing for more, which in turn leads to yet another pursuit. In the
Haririyya, disinterest is expressed in harsher terms: it is as if al-Sartji goes out of his way to
push the narrator away, to teach him that they are not friends and that, to him, he is just another
educated person to be cheated and used. In al-Magama al-Karajiyya, for instance, al-Sartiji
steals the narrator’s coat and abandons him in the cold, saying:
Knowest thou not that my nature is to pass from prey to prey, and to turn from ‘Amr to
Zayd? — Yet | see thou now checkest me and resist me; thou makest me to lose double
of what thou didst profit me. — Then spare me (God save thee), from thy vain talk; shut
on me the door of thy earnest and jest.>

e Bl a5 e e ilaai¥ls Saa ) e e JEIY) LS o AlaS L

53 ol gl 5y olia by 350 AL 5 3T el Sile 1621 8] Lo Calanal 3815 G

To al-Sartji, al-Harith is merely one prey among many others. He perceives the narrator’s

desire to be his companion as an obstacle to overcome, which he does by running away from

him. The trickster’s indifference may seem cold-hearted, but it is a direct consequence of the

conflicting motivations between him and the narrator: al-Sariji seeks survival, but Ibn

49 Tzvetan Todorov, “Les catégories du récit littéraire,” in Communications 8, (1966), 125-
151.

%0 al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 90.

°L al-Hariri, Magamat, 417.

52 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 257.

%3 al-Hariri, Magamat, 256.
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Hammam only follows his quest for the exotic. Given such a contradiction, it is no wonder that
the rule of “passivity” or reciprocity does not apply in the Haririyya. A case in point is al-
Sartiji’s envoi in the fourth magama, in which he says, “Hope not for affection from any who

sees that thou art in want of his money’*

(la tarju al-widd mi-man yara annak muhtaj ila
filsih).> The class difference between the two protagonists stands in the way of any promise
of companionship. To this material difficulty, the trickster highlights their opposing moral sys-
tems. In al-Magama al-Shiraziyya, he says, “I am quarrelsome and thou art faint-hearted, so
there is a wide gulf between us™® (and ‘irbid wa-anta ri ‘did, wa-baynand bawn ba id).>" Al-
Sariiji reiterates this sentiment in al-Magama al-Wabariyya when he says, “I am hasty and thou
art sluggish, how then should we agree?”®® (ana ti’q wa-anta mi’q fakayf natafiq).>®
Conversely in the Hamadhaniyya, despite al-Iskandari’s obvious cynicism, the trickster
never denies the narrator company. Furthermore, on several occasions, al-IskandarT treats him
as he would his kin and considers him his companion in ghurba. For example, the following
conversation takes place in al-Magama al-Shiraziyya:
“Proceed with thy story!” then he said: “I have suckled thee on the breast of covenant
and shared with thee the rein of protection and in the opinion of the wise, acquaintance
is sacred, and friendship is kinship.” I then said: “Art thou a fellow-townsman, or a
fellow-tribesman” (baladiy anta am ‘ashiriy), he said: “Nought unites us save the land
of strangerhood” (ma yajma ‘und illa balad al-ghurba).®
As a consequence of harsh circumstances, al-Iskandari’s appearance changes but not his elo-
quence and oratory. He uses his charming words to refresh the narrator’s memory, to remind
him that they already traveled together and shared the hardships of strangerhood, which makes
them closer than relatives and tribesmen. This exchange between the trickster of the
Hamadhaniyya and its narrator is fitting in a collection of magamat that gathers individual
strangers, who are usually unaccompanied by family. In contrast, the Haririyya trickster is
accompanied in numerous episodes by a wife, a son, and even by his entire tribe (M30), which

explains why al-Sariiji is usually uninterested in the narrator’s companionship.®! Indeed, why

5 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 124

% al-Hariri, Magamat, 38.

%6 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 74.

> al-Hariri, Magamat, 390.

%8 al-Hariri, Assemblies I1, 7-8.

% al-Hariri, Magamat, 281.

%0 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi ‘, 130.

%1 The few exceptions to this are discussed in Chapter 9.
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would al-SartjT care for a companion who does not resemble him in character or belongs to his
social class, when he can be with his own people? This is not the case in the Hamadhaniyya,
where both protagonists are alone. The differences between them recede to the background,
making way for transitory friendships and brief encounters that can be refreshed over and over,
as is the case in al-Magama al-Matlabiyya, which the narrator concludes as follows:
When that company dispersed, | sat after them for a while. Then | advanced towards
him and seated myself before him and said- and verily | desired to make his acquaint-
ance and my soul longed to converse with him: “it is as though I knew thy pedigree and
had met thee,” he said: “yes, a road united us and thou wast my travelling-companion.®?
Similar to most scenes of recognition in the Hamadhaniyya, this one occurs in privacy, after
the performance is over. The acknowledgment of companionship is not undermined by any
ruse on the part of the trickster, but he embraces it as a marker of mutual affection. This com-
panionship is shared by “the sons of the road” (abna’ al-sabil), whom “the only pedigree they
can master is one that connects them to the road whence they come.”®® Despite the difference
between the trickster and narrator, in class, education, and motives, their bond lies in the ghurba
and the permanent mobility.

While friendliness is easier to detect in the Hamadhaniyya, where both protagonists share
the simplicity of their histories, in the Haririyya, where the trickster has a far more elaborate
history than the reader is told about his “companion,” al-Sartji responds to Ibn Hammam’s
desire for companionship by hostility. Thus, no matter how hard al-Harith ibn Hammam tries
to communicate his fondness for al-Sariiji, the latter remains unavailable and apathetic. The
ir/reciprocity regarding the desire for companionship draws two opposite kinds of stranger-
hood: a relatively harmonious and empathic ghurba in the Hamadhaniyya, and an inharmoni-
ous relationship in the Haririyya. In other words, al-Hamadhani depicts a friendlier balad al-
ghurba (the land of strangerhood), while al-HarirT constructs an apathetic trickster who reduces

communication to an exchange of words for money.

62 al-Hamadhani, The Magamat of Badi‘, 184.
%3 Franz Rosenthal, “The Stranger in Medieval Islam,” 756.
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2. Communication in Temporary Stabilities

As opposed to the desire for companionship, which generates roaming, journeying, and “hunt-

64 communication occurs during the tricksters’ brief breaks from travel, when they per-

mng,
form their tricks or give eloquent speeches before running away again. In other words, desire
is associated with movement and communication occurs during brief, passing moments of sta-
bility. Instances in which this act of communication occurs between the trickster and the nar-
rators are omnipresent in the magamat. This is a natural consequence of the genre itself, which
is a series of encounters in which words are traded for money. For this exchange to occur, a
miscommunication must take place, mostly in the form of trickery and deceit in the
Hamadhaniyya, or as a result of unsolvable riddles and opaque wordplay in the Haririyya. In
both works, communication (money for words) is a function of miscommunication (deceit and
ambiguity).

To reconcile these opposites, al-Hamadhani introduces the motif of recognition, or an-
agnorisis, in which the narrator reveals the trickster’s true intentions and unveils his trick or
wordplay. During this moment of recognition, after the trickster has traded words for money
with the public, he meets the moral judgment of the narrator with apologies and cynicism,
repeating over and over “don’t blame me, blame time.” Following this, therefore, a typical
magqama consists of two acts of communication: the first is material and based on miscommu-
nication and ambiguity (rule of opposition), and the second is moral and based on mutual un-
veiling, whereby the narrator reveals the trickster’s true identity, while the latter shares his
motivations for becoming a trickster (rule of passivity).

Although al-Hamadhant was the one to introduce this motif of recognition, by framing it
with a moment of confrontation, he only used it partially in his Magamat. Several of his trick-
sters remain anonymous and unidentified, such as those in al-Magama al-Mighzaliyya, al-
Magama al-Nahidiyya, al-Magama al-Sufriyya, al-Magama al-Shi riyya, and al-Magama al-
Khalafiyya. Moreover, when the trickster is identified in the Hamadhaniyya it is usually in the
form of a brief and comic scene. In contrast, al-Harir1 constructs a trickster who never leaves
the scene unrecognized. A case in point is al-Magama al-Maghribiyya. After al-Sartji com-
pletes his trick, which occurs at dawn, and receives his money without being identified, he asks

for a lamp, so the audience can see who he is. He says:

% In M36, Ibn Hammam describes his motivation to travels, saying: “I frequent the places of
entertainment, and hunt after rare pleasures” (atawarradu mawarid al-marah, wa-atasayyadu
shawarid al-mulah). al-Harir1, Assemblies 11, 75.
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The glooming has now set in, and the face of the highway is veiled;- And between me
and my house is the dark night and a razed out path._ And have ye a lantern that will
secure me from stumbling, and make plain the tracks? ®°
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The trickster’s desire to be visible recalls al-Tawhidi’s ishara: nothing hurts a gharib more
than being unnoticed and invisible nobody.®’

To summarize, communication and miscommunication are perpetually interconnected in
both the Haririyya and the Hamadhaniyya. This is natural for a genre in which words and
characters never seem to be what they claim. This conflict reaches a climax in the moment of
anagnorisis when intentions and identities are revealed. In the Hamadhaniyya, this moment
takes the form of a simple and infrequent confrontation between the two protagonists to identify
the bad guy, but in the Haririyya, the moment of recognition is systematized to give the trick-
ster a moment of familiarity and visibility and to make the narrator an active participant, some-

times even an accomplice, in the plot.

3. Participation in Trickery and in Moments of Stability

Todorov explains participation as a “helping” act that demonstrates desire.%® Accordingly,
since, in the above case, the narrators are the only ones professing desire, participation is ex-
pected to manifest on their side. In several episodes in the Hamadhaniyya, the narrator Ibn
Hisham benefits from al-Iskandari’s tricks (al-Magama al-Armaniyya) and shares his punish-
ment (al-Magama al-Mawsiliyya). However, aside from witnessing and narrating the events,
Ibn Hisham does not offer much help to the trickster. In contrast, al-Harith ibn Hammam par-
ticipates in al-Sartiji’s ruse on numerous occasions, by acting as a silent accomplice. At times,
his silence is a response to the trickster’s request, as in al-Magama al-Karajiyya, in which al-
Sariiji notices him among the audience and asks him for satr or concealment.®® At other times,
Ibn Hammam remains silent out of his own accord, as in al-Magama al-Shiraziyya, in which
the narrator recognizes the trickster in the middle of his performance, but decides not to stand

in the way of al-Sar(ji’s reward by exposing him. Ibn Hammam says:

65 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 198.

% al-Harir1, Magamat, 156.

%7 See al-Tawhid1’s ishara and 1bn al-Sarraj’s anecdote discussed in Chapter 7.
68 Tzvetan Todorov, “Les catégories du récit littéraire,” 133.

% al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 254.
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Now when I saw the mixture and tinge of Abli Zayd, and his wonted ways and manners
of proceeding, I looked hard at the old man, with all his defacement of countenance and
fulsomeness, and lo! It was himself. But | concealed his secret, as an internal disease is
concealed ... until when he ceased wailing, he blinked at me with an eye full of laugh-
ter.”©
Accordingly, despite his common role as (1) the agent responsible for unmasking the trickster’s
identity and (2) the defender of morals who reproaches the trickster for his misdeeds, the nar-
rator sometimes defies expectations and, through his silence or satr, makes himself an accom-
plice to the trickster’s ruse. This the narrator does to persuade al-Sartjt that he is worthy of his
companionship, or perhaps to satisfy his own curiosity and hear more of the trickster’s speech.

Though in the Haririyya al-Sariiji seemingly functions only as a receiver (of desire,
money, and help), implicitly he also acts as a sheikh to the narrator, offering him several les-
sons, not just in the form of words or speeches, but also by opening his eyes to the truth, re-
minding Ibn Hammam that “Adorned speeches satisfy not him who is a-hunger.”’* Al-Sarij,
the exiled trickster who spends his days running away from the audiences he deceives, teaches
the narrator the worthlessness of collected words and accounts by stealing from him (M27),
deceiving him (Mt. 4, 7, 34, 44), leaving him behind in the cold (M25), and using him as bait
to sedate a group of people (M29). These harsh teachings reach their climax in al-Magama al-
Bakriyya, in which both protagonists travel together while starving, the narrator praising adab
and the trickster trying to open his interlocutor’s eyes to reality. As expected, al-Harith ibn
Hammam obstinately holds his fascination and shuts both his eyes and ears to the truth.”? As a
result, al-Sar(ji steals his sword and leaves him hungry and unprotected in the middle of the
desert. Unsurprisingly, in the episode that follows, al-Harith ibn Hammam continues his quest
for adab, ignoring all the pains the trickster inflects on him, and keeps choosing words over
food, even when he is starving (e.g., M26).

Unlike the Hamadhaniyya, in which desire never translates into participation, the
Haririyya expresses a more complicated and ambiguous paradigm, in which the narrator, as an
agent of truth and morality, acts as a silent accomplice in several ruses, to obtain more adab.
To reciprocate, the trickster takes the role of a sheikh and tries to persuade his disciple of the

meaninglessness of his quest. Al-Harith ibn Hammam remains voluntarily blind to this lesson

70 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 72-73.
L al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.

’2 This episode is addressed in more detail in Chapter 6. See subsection “Back to the Desert:
Bedouin Gharib.”
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throughout the Haririyya, which is ironic, given his role as the only individual who can see

through the veils of ambiguity and deceit.

Conclusion

The Haririyya and Hamadhaniyya share the element of desire: an emotion that initiates a quest
and takes both protagonists across the dominion of Islam. However, while the undramatic
Magamat al-Hamadhant allows its strangers to enjoy each other’s companionship, al-Harir1
insists that each gharib must bear his own strangerhood alone. Regarding the brief moments of
stability when communication, miscommunication, and participation occur, the two works be-
come more distinctive. In al-Hamadhani’s magamat, recognition is less permeant, and partici-
pation is absent. The two characters indifferently and casually meet and separate over and over.
In the Haririyya, in contrast, every meeting reveals that the morally wise narrator is not any
better than the trickster and that words are by default untrustworthy and meaningless. Conse-
quently, while al-Hamadhani focuses mainly on desire and communication, endeavoring to
exchange money for words, al-HarirT amplifies all the possible rapports between his two pro-
tagonists to stress their perpetual ambiguity: the seemingly bad trickster acts as a didactic mas-
ter in several instances and even repents in the last magama, while the seemingly good narrator
acts frequently as an accomplice to have access to more adab.

The different ways of addressing ghurba in the Haririyya and the Hamadhaniyya are
reflected in their language. Al-Hamadhani, whose text was clearer and more easily understood,
emphasizes only one type of strangerhood: rootlessness. Conversely, al-Hariri, who amplifies
the ambiguity and obscurity of his text, creates an ambivalent stranger, who on the one hand
depicts home as a lost heaven and, on the other, claims the road to be his only home. The one-
dimensional cynical al-Iskandart versus the ambivalent al-SarGjT can also be interpreted using
extrinsic material, such as the biographies of their authors. Al-Hamadhani, the restless traveler,
left Hamadhan when he was twenty-two years old, never to return home,”® and never held a
“regular position,” being only a “free-lance secretary.”’* Al-Hariri, on the other hand, spent his

life as “a minor civil servant (sahib al-barid) in Basra, whose duties included reporting to the

73 See al-Tha alibi, Yatima, vol. IV, 293-5.

4 Devin Stewart, “Professional Literary Mendicancy in the Letters and Magamat of Badi" al-
Zaman al-Hamadhani,” in Writers and Rulers: Perspectives on Their Relationship from Ab-
basid to Safavid Times, Ed. Beatrice Gruendler and Louise Marlowe (Wiesbaden: Reichert
Verlag, 2004), 41.
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government on every important or suspicious matter,”’> exclusively in Irag.”® These two por-
traits suggest that al-Hamadhani lived the way he thought one ought to live, moving between
countries and positions that offered an opportunity, opting for rootlessness over yearning and
homesickness, while al-HarirT was torn between following the conventions set by his processor,
i.e., endless roaming, and his own stability as a local clerk, who hardly left home and could not
understand a stranger not choosing to return to his native land. Moreover, as a clerk whose job
was to watch and report, al-Hariri collected enough material that made him more capable to
develop his characters, thus giving them more complicated emotions and affinities.

Studying the Hamadhaniyya’s and the Haririyya’s strangers and their relations proves
that al-HarirT first emulates the conventions introduced by his predecessor, then adds their op-
posite. He emulates minimal strangers through his narrator al-Harith ibn Hammam, then elab-
orates the dramatic and ambivalent (nostalgic/ rootless) personage of al-Sartiji. al-Harirt also
mimics the element of desire which drives the narrator after his source of curiosities, yet instead
of casual companionship along the road, he creates two strangers who belong to two different
economic and moral systems. The same situation applies to communication, which materializes
in the Hamadhaniyya doubly: money for words, and masks for truth (infrequently). However,
in the Hartriyya, it is further developed to contain both exchanges plus a third reflective and
didactic one (questioning the value of terms and vocabularies). Consequently, the Haririyya’s
position towards the Hamadhaniyya can be simplified to yes, but: yes, meaning the outline
skeleton which al-Hamadhani created, and but meaning the ambivalence and ambiguity al-
Hariri created to surpass the original magamat. This is most clearly said on the tongue of al-
Sariji, in whose envoi in al-Magama al-Maltiyya, he first emulates the cynical words of al-
IskandarT, then expresses his longing for Sarij. He recites:

Each mountain-path is path for me, and ample is my dwelling there,
Save that for Sariij town my heart is crazed with longing, mad with love.”’
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This is also clear in the episode in which al-HarirT abandons the motif of the journey and con-

stant mobility and allows his trickster to settle and experience stability.

> Hameen-Anttila, Magama, 148,
® Yaqt, Irshad, 5/2203

" al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 81.

'8 al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 402.
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Chapter 9

Home at Last :On Staying, Weakness, and Closures

Chapter 7 has shown that ghurba is an ambivalent experience that one could experience phys-
ically elsewhere or spiritually at home. So far, | have addressed the physical manifestation of
ghurba, which is a yielding choice considering the nature of the magama genre, in the sense
that it revolves around seeking gharib and rare vocabulary in remote lands (the narrator) and
escaping deceived audiences (the trickster). In this chapter, I shift the focus to spiritual ghurba
which one experiences in one’s own place of residency, or at the homeland. To this end, I will
limit my close reading to the unusual magamat in which al-Sardji either has already settled
down in some place or chooses to do so by the end of the episode, for numerous reasons, such
as sickness, incapacitation (ingita ), death, and repentance. In al-Magama al-Nasibiyya (M19),
al-Magama al- Umaniyya (M39), al-Magama al-Sasaniyya (M49), and al-Magama al-
Basriyya (M50), al-Sarj is not in “transit” but in a state of stability and familiarity.

The main point of this chapter is to highlight Abt Zayd al-Sartiji’s subjective and com-
plicated experience of strangerhood. First, | emphasize how his stays are always intertwined
with some kind of weakness, either physical as in al-Magama al-Nasibiyya and al-Magama al-
Sasaniyya, or spiritual as in al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya and al-Magama al-Basriyya. Second, |
address al-Sartiji’s emotional reaction, which he expresses in the form of desolation, existential
angst, and need for companionship. This is at least the case of the three magamat, al-Nasibiyya,
al- ‘Umaniyya, and al-Basriyya. In al-Magama al-Sasaniyya, however, al-Sariji is discon-
nected from his feelings and personal history altogether and acts as a typical trickster who
belongs to Banii Sasan: he is cynical, opportunist, and rootless. Incidentally, the trickster of the
Hamadhaniyya does not display this nuanced relationship with places. As Monroe notes, the
choice to stay does not occur in al-Hamadhani’s Magamat. In fact,

instead of being portrayed in their homes, among family and relatives, the characters
are usually encountered abroad, in inns, mosques, taverns, caravans, and always in
strange towns (there is in Hamadhani no magama of Qumm nor of Alexandria) - in
other words, in public places, or in transit: environments and situations where the indi-

vidual is reduced to social anonymity and alienation ... emptied of all meaning; minds
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with defective memories; drifters, who live only for and in the present, with no sense

of the past, or of any transcendent purpose to their existences.! [emphasis added]
Unlike al-Hamadhant’s “transitory drifters,” who have “defective memories,” Abt Zayd al-
Sartij1 often hearkens back to his past, which he exhibits through the many instances of recol-
lection about his homeland (Mt. 6, 9, 14, 30, 36, 42, 44, 48).

Running away and traveling generate more storytelling and create more occasions for
communication, reward, and deception, whereas hanging on in a place and settling down threat-
ens the continuity of the narrative and announce a kind of closure. Noél Carroll defines closure
as an end that inspires a “feeling of completeness,” or a “sense of finality with which a piece
of music, a poem, or a story concludes. It is the impression that exactly the point where the
work does end is just the right point. To have gone beyond that point would have been an error.
It would have been to have gone too far.”? Al-Har1r1 is celebrated as the first magama author
who gives his trickster closure. In this chapter, however, | argue that Magamat al-Hariri does
not feature one closure but four different ones: piety after a critical illness (M19), isolation on
an island (M39), dying as a trickster praising rootlessness (M49), and returning as a pious man
to the liberated homeland (M50). These four contradictory scenarios suggest that al-Harr
never intended to simply “wrap things up,”® but rather multiply the ending of the trickster’s
story, which adds to the work’s ambiguity. This agrees with Naima Benabdelali’s argument
that “trickery alludes more than it clarifies, and makes use of ambiguity and polysemy. As a
result, it omits conclusion and details.”* In this sense, one of al-HarirT’s ongoing ruses is the
semblance of closure that he gives the reader. Here, Carroll’s understanding of closure is of
little help. In order to assess the different scenarios of sickness, death, and failure, | instead
employ Barbara Smith’s term “closure allusions,” meaning events that are associated with “clo-
sure effects,” such as sleep, death, winter, home-coming, and farewell to convey to the reader

the semblance of closure.®

L Monroe, The Art of Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhant, 116.

2 Noél Carroll, “Narrative Closure,” in Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for
Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition, Vol. 135, No. 1 (August 2007), 2.

% Ibid, 3.

4 Naima Benabdelali, F7 al-bad’ kanat al-hila (Milano: Al-Mutawassit, 2023), 19.

® Barbara Smith, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End (Chicago & London: University
of Chicago, 1968), 172-182.
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|. Al-Magama al-Nasibiyya
1. Summary

Aside from the typical beginning, in which the narrator explains his reasons for traveling and
informs the reader of his destination, this magama does not resemble any other in the Haririyya.
In it, al-Sarj1 falls critically ill. The narrator and other anonymous characters visit him in his
house to check on his recovery. Instead of fooling them or asking for a reward, al-Sarjt acts
as a generous host. This magama breaks the usual convention, in which ornate and playful
language is exchanged for a reward. Instead, it is Abt Zayd al-Sariiji who provides both food

and adab in exchange for companionship.

2. Title and Chronotope

The title of this magama includes a double entendre. Al-Nasibiyya refers first to Nasibin, a
town in upper Mesopotamia (modern-day Turkey) with plenty of water resources,® which ex-
plains why al-Harith ibn Hammam chooses it as a second home, after fleeing Iraq’s unfortunate
climate. Unlike other episodes in which the narrator journeys to seek vocabulary, in this
magama he adopts the pragmatic motivation to survive. This opening informs readers that they
are not within the usual realm of hazl, but rather its opposite, jidd or seriousness. This assump-
tion is confirmed by the second meaning of Nasibiyya which is nasib, a contronym that means
both good and bad fortune. The ambiguity of this word applies to al-Sariiji’s situation in this
magqama: he falls gravely sick and faces death, but he also recuperates.

Unlike most of the Haririyya’s episodes, in which the world is depicted as open for profit
and discovery, this magama is set in the closed space of al-Sartiji’s house, which implies lim-
itations: drought, sickness, and seriousness. In contrast to most magamat, which occur during
the night to provide al-Sartji with a cover to ask for charity (Mt. 5, 15, 16) or to run away (Mt.
29, 44), this magama takes place under the bright light of day. Interestingly, it does not include

deception or begging.

3. Change I: Narrator

The central theme of this episode is change. In the case of the narrator, change first starts with

the unfortunate climate which forces him to leave (“Iraq was barren in a certain year”).” Once

® Al-Sharishi, Sharh, Vol. 1l, 61.
" al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 215.
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settled in the new place, al-Harith ibn Hammam returns to familiarity and to his usual quest for
words and chase after al-Sartiji. The second change is enacted by the trickster falling severely
sick: “I ceased not to follow his [Abu Zayd’s] shadow wherever he sped, and to glean his
utterance as often as he spoke, - Until there came on him a sickness whose term was prolonged,
whose sharp knives bared his bone.”® When denied his supply of words, the narrator’s new
home turns into a vacant space lacking in companionship and nourishment. Describing his state
of heart, he says: “Then did I feel through the loss of his [al-Sariji] presence and the interrup-
tion of his teaching, as he feels that is put far from his desire, or the suckling at the weaning”®
(wajadtu li-fawt lugyah wa-inqgita * suqyah ma yajiduhu al-mub ‘ad ‘an maramih wa-\-murda°
‘inda ﬁzdmih).lo In this magama, therefore, al-Harith ibn Hammam faces two modes of change:
geographical and intellectual. In both cases, abundance turns into dryness. To challenge the
first misfortune Ibn Hammam moves in space, following the saying “you are not genealogically
related to a place, the best of lands is the one that accepts you” (laysa baynak wa-bayn balad
nasab, khayr al-bilad ma hamalak).** However, while the narrator is able to replace his home-
land, he cannot replace Abt Zayd al-Sariij1. Therefore, learning about his sickness, the narrator
feels obsolete, and in a way, homeless. To rectify the situation, the narrator visits al-Sartj,
which gives way to an interesting aspect in al-Magama al-Nasibiyya.

4. Change II: al-Sartiji Seeks Companionship

Abt Zayd al-Sartji undergoes critical changes in this magama, both physically and spiritually.
As in all the other episodes, he is lucid and eloquent (yanthuru min fih al-durar).'> However,
he is also inexplicably wealthy, settled (yahtalibu bi-kaffayh al-dirar),™® and more importantly,
famous. This is most obvious in the news of his illness in which communication is associated
with the verb arjafa, meaning to tell “exaggerated or false news which are supposed to cause
fitna (distress).”** In other words, in this magama al-Sarij is not the usual unknown trickster
who covers his identity to deceive, but a celebrated figure whose well-being or illness generates

rumors, gossip, and distress.

8 Ibid, 216.

% Ibid.

10 al-Hariri, Magamat, 185.

11 Tbn ‘Abd al-Barr, Bahjat al-majalis wa-uns al-mujalis, 225.
12 al-Hariri, Magamat, 184.

13 Ibid.

14 al-Sharishi, Sharh, Vol. 11, 69.
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While newly-found prosperity is al-Sartiji’s first change, illness is his second. Conse-
quently, he shifts from being an active character who is “now stumbling with the crazed, now
winning with the fortunate”® (yakhbitu khabt al-musabin wal-musibin)'® to a person standing
at death’s door. Confronting death changes al-Sariij1’s character substantially. For the first time
in the Haririyya, he is afraid of solitude and begs for companionship. When his visitors try to
leave, he persuades them to stay using several tactics. First, al-Sartiji emphasizes his desolation,
saying:

“Nay, but stay with me during the light of to-day that by your pleasantry ye may heal
my sadness; - For your conversation is the food of my soul, the magnet of my friendli-

ness 217
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This plea highlights this turn of events, whereby al-Sariji who has always played the enter-
tainer now seeks uns, conversation, and companionship. Throughout the Haririyya, Abta Zayd
al-Sariiji’s interlocutors ask him to remain and amuse them some more, but he usually refuses
the offer and simply flees with little apology, or none (e.g. M44). Unlike him, his visitors agree
to stay and provide companionship. They amuse him for a while and divert his thinking until
they run out of topics and grow tired of the unbearable heat. Consequently, they decide to leave.
Here, al-Sar(ji resorts to his second strategy, fulfilling his guests’ physical needs. He offers
them to nap in his place, then provides them with food. According to al-Harith Ibn Hammam:
And we waked not until the heat was now abated and the day was old. — Wherupon we
washed hand and foot for the two mute prayers [al-zusr and al- ‘asr], and performed
what loosed us of our debt. Then we stirred for departure to the place of our camel-
saddles. -But Abii Zayd turned to his cub... and said: I fancy that the Father of indwell-

ing has now lighted a coal in their stomachs.®

15 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 215-216.
18 al-Hariri, Magamat, 184.

17 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 217.

18 al-Hariri, Magamat, 188.

19 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 218.
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Deciding to offer his guests food, al-Sartji describes to his son, using unknown kinayat (me-
tonymies), what he should prepare for them. Unlike the guests, the son can decode his father's
metonymies. The temptation for the visitors is two-fold: they must stay for the food and for an
explanation of the meaning of the metonymies. In this sense, al-SartjT is not only offering them
a feast in exchange for the company but also a riddle, whose solution is the food itself. After
the meal, the guests make another attempt to leave, but al-Sarji is able to counter it once again
by composing beautiful optimistic verses on accepting one’s nasib and misfortunes. Beguiled
by the poem, the guests request to transcribe the verses and so they remain a while longer to
carry out this task.

To summarize, in this episode, al-Sariji suffers both from illness and desolation. Conse-
quently, he finds himself in desperate need of uns or companionship and is willing to offer
anything in exchange for it. This urgent need for human company does not influence his schem-
ing abilities, which he employs to guarantee companionship. Al-Sarji first addresses his visi-
tor’s emotions then their physical needs, and finally, their intellectual curiosity. Illustrating al-
SarijT’s desperate need for companionship, his reliance on these tactics also highlights his fear
of death.

5. Closure Allusion: Sleep and Death

In several magamat, al-Sarijt uses sleep as a tool to deceive his audience. For example, in al-
Maqgama Wasitiyya, he sedates his public and steals their belongings. In al-Magama al-Sha-
tawiyya, al-Sartiji promises to deliver the solutions to numerous riddles in the following morn-
ing to his encounter with his audience. As one would expect, however, he runs away in the
middle of the night. Curiously, the only addressee who does not sleep in these two magamat is
al-Harith ibn Hammam, who remains awake to tell the tale. Conversely, in al-Magama al-
Nasibiyya sleep is not employed as a tool of deception, but rather as a teachable moment that
provides the guests a glimpse of the ultimate sleep, meaning death. This is most obvious in the

narrator’s description of the long nap which lasts throughout al-zuAr and al- ‘asr prayers:

20 al-Hariri, Magamat, 189.
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We followed what he said, and we slept, and he slept; and God smote upon the ears,
and poured out slumber on the eyelids, - Until we passed from the domain of Being,

and by sleep were hindered from prayer.?
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The first sentence of this statement is an igtibas from Sirat al-Kahf, verse 11. It describes the
condition of ahl al-kahf who seek refuge in the cave to flee from an oppressive ruler and remain
asleep for three hundred years. The story of ahl al-kahf is usually cited to prove the omnipo-
tence of God, who provides life and saves from death. In this magama, al-Sariji oscillates
between life and death and after being in extremis he recovers miraculously. As his guests sleep
and leave for a brief period “the domain of being,” they are made to experience part of what
al-Sartji experiences. Thus, they can recognize their shared fragile state of existence as beings
who can perish at any time and, consequently, empathize with al-Sartji. This is most obvious

in al-Nasibiyya’s first poem, which al-Sartiji improvises for his guests. He says:

God has saved me, thanks be to Him, from a sickness that went near to bolt me out;
And has granted me recovery; though it must needs be that death will one day waste me.
Death forgets me not; yet he gives me a delay to forget the end of my feeding.

If it be decreed, then will no friend avail, nay, not even the guarded domain of Kolayb, to
guard me from him.
Nor care | if his day be near, or if death be put off for a season.
For what boast is there in life, in which 1 behold afflictions, nay, they wear me out??
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These verses capture al-Sartiji’s preoccupation with his temporary state of being. Implicitly,

death is depicted as a favorable state: it puts an to waiting, suffering, and looming oblivion.

21 al-Hariri, Assemblies I, 218.

22 al-Hariri, Magamat, 189.

23 al-Hariri, Assemblies |, 217 [adapted].
24 al-Hariri, Magamat, 187-188.
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Firmly holding on to life and continuously trying to survive are portrayed here as humiliating
and laborious acts, which are ultimately pointless. Remarkably, keeping to the book’s ambigu-
ity and the central theme of change, this episode concludes on a more hopeful note. This is
evident in the second poem, in which al-Sartiji praises patience (sabr) and promotes hope over
despair.?® After all, as he said, time is the “father of wonders,” capable of all changes. This puts
to question al-Sartji’s attitude toward life and death which. Is he an optimist who holds hope
for positive change, or is he a pessimist whose main preoccupation is the unavoidability of
death? The episode does not answer these questions, but one can infer that, by providing com-
pany, the visitors comfort al-Sartiji and persuade him to shift from pessimism (1+ poem) to
hope and patience (2~ poem). However, this does not mean that the fragile state of being would
cease preoccupying the Haririyya’s trickster. A case in point is the verses al-Sar@ijT addresses

to the fetus in al-Maqgama al- ‘Umaniyya.

Il. Al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya
1. Summary

This episode consists of two parts. The first follows the typical structure of the magamat. It
opens with the narrator describing his passion for traveling and discovering unknown places.
Then he boards a ship where he meets the trickster Abll Zayd al-Sartji. In exchange for the
ride, the trickster teaches the passengers a magical talisman (%irz al-safar) to protect them from
the dangers of the sea. As usual, once the trickster finishes his speech, the narrator recognizes
his identity, despite the fact that they are sitting in the dark. Faced with the stormy sea, al-
SariijT’s prayer proves useless. Therefore, the ship seeks refuge on an unnamed island, where
the second part of the episode begins. Following their perilous journey in the sea, the passen-
gers face hunger on the island. The two protagonists decide to discover the island and find
some food. However, they discover a huge castle with heavy iron doors. A few guards meet
them and inform them, as they weep, that the governor’s spouse is going into a difficult labor,
which could endanger both her life and the baby’s. Hearing this, Abii Zayd al-Sarij1 offers to
write a magical hirz to facilitate the birth. However, instead of the promised amulet, the trick-
ster composes a poem in which he advises the fetus to remain in the womb and never be born,

so that it may avoid life’s miseries. The talisman works and the child is born. As a reward, the

25 |bid,191.
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trickster is offered money and a governmental position, which he accepts and remains on the

island. He asks the narrator to stay with him, but the latter refuses and resumes his journey.

2. Central theme: Doubles

Magqgamat al-Harirt thrives on opposing doubles: an adib versus a trickster, truth versus lying,
zahir (exoteric) versus batin (esoteric) meaning, piety versus impiety, and running away versus
staying, and open versus confined spaces. Al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya follows the same exam-
ple, highlighting all these doubles. However, it emphasizes two in particular: zahir versus

batin, and open versus confined spaces.

2.1. Zahir | Batin

The dichotomy zahir | batin dominates in the Haririyya. The main plot of most episodes is to
deceive the public with a double-sense speech, in which a fake appearance (zahir) conceals the
hidden meaning (batin). In al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya, zahir and batin are not used in a seman-
tic or linguistic sense, but rather the supernatural sense, involving amulets that can influence
nature (safe traveling talisman) and life (birth-facilitating talisman). Access to this aspect of
the batin is associated with the vocation of the ‘arraf or seer. Keeping to his ability to take on
different identities in al-Magama al- Umaniyya al-Sartji introduces himself as a ‘arraf’who
can protect and heal his audience. The method by which al-SartijT delivers either talisman dif-
fers. On the ship, the trickster delivers his protective talisman orally and in the open, but in the
governor’s castle writes it down. Al-Harith ibn Hammam describes the process of writing the
second talisman as follows:
Abu Zayd bade them bring a mended reed-pen, and some meerschaum, and some saf-
fron macerated in pure rose-water... then he prostrated himself, rubbing his cheeks in
the dust, and said praise to Allah, whose forgiveness he craved, bidden those present to
stand off, and keeping them at a distance. Then he took the pen with a mighty show of
fuss, and wrote upon the meerschaum with the saffron-solution... Then he blotted out
the writing unawares, besputtering it abundantly, and tied the meerschaum in a shred
of silk, after having besprinkled it profusely with ambergris, and bade fasten it to the

thigh of the laboring woman, but that the hand of none menstruous must touch it. 28

26 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 100.
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While the audience of the first talisman receives al-Sariiji’s protective words in person, the
audience of the second is asked to leave the ‘arrafin private while he writes his secret words.
Al-Sariji, moreover, attaches a rule for the talisman to be effective, namely, that menstruating
women shall not touch it. This is an allusion to the rules of handling the Qur’an since only
those in the state of tahara (cleanness and purity) can hold it. The talisman contains a poem
addressed to the fetus, informing it about the cruelty of life, and encouraging it to remain where
it is. Al-SartjT writes:
Child to come, list to one who warns thee beforehand, aye! And warning belongs to faith’s
foremost duties:

Thou art safe now within a home closely guarded, an abode from all misery well protected,

Nought thou seest there to frighten thee on the part of false a friend or a foeman frank in
has hatred,

But as soon as thou salliest forth from its shelter though alight’st in a dwelling hurtful and
shameful,

Where the hardship awaiting thee will betide thee drawing tears from thy eye fast-flowing
down-pour.

So continue thy easeful life and beware of changing things proved with things that are all
uncertain,

Being heedful of one who seeks to beguile thee, that he hurl thee the surer in sorry torment.

Now | give thee, upon my soul, fair advice, but sound advisers how often are they sus-
pected.?®
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21 al-Hariri, Magamat, 433.
28 Al-Sharishi, Sharh, Vol. 111, 140.
29 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 99.
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It is typical in the Haririyya for the batin, i.e., the esoteric meaning of a speech or trick to be
revealed at the end of each episode. This revelation comes after the scene of recognition and is
given exclusively to the narrator. In the ‘Umaniyya, however, al-Sariiji chooses to share his
inner feelings with a fetus which likewise represents the batin: invisible, non-speaking, and
living inside a womb. In this episode, the trickster lies to everybody, including the narrator, but
to the fetus, he reveals the truth. Perhaps because it would never tell on him, or perhaps, the
trickster addresses the fetus following the example of the sa ‘alik, who address all kinds of non-

speaking beings in order to articulate their desolation and ineffable thoughts (See Chapter 7).

2.2. Open versus Confined Spaces

Al-Magama al- Umaniyya opens on a ship full of passengers. After the narrator and the trick-
ster decide to part from the others to seek food, the number of focalized characters shrinks to
two. While writing the magical talisman, al-Sariji orders everyone to leave and he remains
alone, addressing the fetus that is also alone and isolated inside the womb. As the number of
focalized characters decreases, space gradually narrows, becoming more confined. In the open-
ing, space is depicted as limitless and full of unknown places. The narrator says: “I clung ... to
fare through the deserts on the backs of Mahr1 camels ... to explore the wilds whether trodden
or trackless.”®! On the island, space becomes narrower and continues to do so until it becomes
confined to the castle. Finally, it ends with a womb, the smallest space that can hold a human
being.

Reducing the number of characters and making space gradually more confined prepare
the readers for the moment of confrontation and truth. Instead of the typical recognition scene
in which the narrator confronts the trickster, al-Sartji faces a fetus. While al-Sartiji roams the
world, using his charming words to deceive and gain a living, the fetus is silent, nurtured, and
undisturbed inside its peaceful home. Facing his absolute opposite, al-SartjT asks that his am-
ulet be handled as the Qur’an would (“touched by no menstruating woman’’), which gives his

orders authority and protection, and expresses his existential angst and desolation, which ma-

%0 al-Hariri, Magamat, 433-434.
31 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 94.
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terializes in his fear of disgrace, crying, hypocrisy, enmity, and false friends. Instead of follow-
ing al-Sartji’s advice, the baby joins life, the house of pain and disgrace, and the trickster is

rewarded for facilitating the birth.

3. Closure Allusion: Remaining on the Island

In the ‘Umaniyya, narrow and confined places are favored over open and limitless spaces. A
case in point is the sea, which is open and wide, but also dangerous and risky. To save one’s
life, one must seek refuge on an isolated island that has very limited space. Similarly, life is
big and overwhelming, but the womb is welcoming and comfortable. In other words, the island
and the womb are comparable, as are life and the perilous sea. Accordingly, while the fetus
disregards al-Sartji’s advice and leaves the peaceful womb, the trickster chooses to heed his
own advice, refusing to return to the open world and remaining on the isolated island.
Studying space in the Thousand and One Nights, Richard van Leeuwen defines the is-
lands as
symbols of a peripheral world which can only be reached by a perilous journey over
the sea and which is isolated not only geographically, but also socially and culturally
... There is little structural interaction with other societies, unlike the situation on the
mainland. On the other hand, however, because it is surrounded by precarious seas, the
island society is vulnerable to the vicissitudes of fate, both in the positive and in the
negative sense. Islands are places where heroes of tales end up by coincidence, not on
purpose, in order to meet their destiny. It is the place where human society and social
structures are at least partly shaped by the hand of fate.®? [emphasis added]
This definition fits al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya. Abt Zayd arrives on the island by accident, after
escaping a dangerous voyage. The island’s inhabitants are indeed vulnerable: the guards are
weeping, the governor is in distress, and both the mother and the child face death. Furthermore,
the trickster at last “meets his destiny”: the new home, which is isolated geographically, so-
cially, and culturally, promises al-Sartiji the peace a fetus enjoys inside the womb and he em-
braces it. In this episode, therefore, al-Sariji is not the cynical trickster who treats places as
harbinger of opportunity and profit, but rather an anxious human being trying to recreate the

pre-birth state of security and safety.

32 Richard van Leeuwen, The Thousand and One Nights: Space, Travel, and Transformation
(London & New York: Routledge, 2007), 67.
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To emphasize his need for isolation and peace, al-Sartiji composes a second poem ad-
dressed to al-Harith ibn Hammam, who objects to his decision to remain on the island. Al-
Sarfjjt says:

Do not seek a home, where you will only suffer injustice and humiliation
Leave the house which elevates the mediocre over the honourable

Run towards whatever shelter (kinn) that can protect you, even if it is merely an em-
brace

- 2
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Interestingly, in these verses, al-Sarji uses the same term for shelter, meaning kinn, which he

uses to describe the womb in his address to the fetus. By staying on the island, al-Sarji tries

to reinstate a previous state of stability that he lost twice: first by being born, second by fleeing

from the home of “injustice and humiliation.” His strangeness is double. Half of it, however,

is shared by all human beings. The other half, meaning exile, can be mended by finding a
shelter, or even a mere embrace.

Finally, the episode ends as it starts, with al-Sartiji alone on the shore. Instead of embark-

ing on another journey, he remains on an isolated land. The penultimate magama in the

Haririyya, al-Magama al-Sasaniyya (M49), likewise situates the trickster between life and

death. This time, however, life and strangerhood enjoy less focus.

l11. Al-Magama al-Sasaniyya
1. Summary

In this magama, al-Harith ibn Hammam is not a participant in the episode but merely reports
al-Sariiji’s testament, while on his death bed, to his son. Six sections constitute this episode. In
the first, Abl Zayd alerts his son to the importance of the last testament. In the second, based
on his personal experience, al-Sar@jT relates his two major findings in life: that people are
judged by their earnings and not by their lineage and that kudiya or trickery is the best of all
occupations. In the third, al-Sartji enumerates the advantages of being part of the Banti Sasan
tribe, such as freedom, rootlessness, independence, and resourcefulness. In the fourth, al-Sardji

elaborates on the skills of kudya, mobility (irtikad), agility (nashat), intelligence (fitna), and

33 al-Hariri, Magamat, 436-437.
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shamelessness (gika). In the fifth, al-SarjT insists once again on the importance of roving and
on the value of his advice. In the last, the narrator intervenes to inform the reader about the

fame of this last testament, and how it was widely disseminated among the Bani Sasan.

2. Intertextuality: Following or Breaking Tradition?

Whenever al-Sariiji is accompanied by his son, the latter is usually used as bait to trick someone
(Mt. 10 & 34) or to draw attention to the trickster’s eloquence (Mt. 4, 8, 19, 29). In al-Magama
al-Sasaniyya, however, the son is not a tool or a lure, but rather an actual addressee who is
supposed to learn the ethos of his tribe and their occupation, in order to succeed Abii Zayd al-
SariyjT as the head of the Banii Sasan tribe.

To play the role of the advising father and the head of the Banii Sasan, al-HarirT engages
with three other texts in this episode, or more accurately, three fathers: the first is Lugman the
Sage, whose moral set of advice to his son is presented in the Qur an; the second is Khalid ibn
Yazid, who tackles the subjects of miserliness and kudya in his last will in the Bukhala’ by al-
Jahiz; and the third is Sheikh Sasan, the symbolic father of all the Bani Sasan. Each of these
three fathers influences a part of al-Magama al-Séasaniyya and shapes an unprecedented Abi
Zayd al-Sartji, turning him into a caring, sensible father (Lugman), a dying man giving his last
testament (Khalid ibn Yazid), and a typical rootless trickster who lives on begging and roving
(Sheikh Sasan). Besides highlighting the texts with which this episode intertextuality engages,
in what follows | aim to go further and analyze the extent to which this magama emulates other
texts and how much this intertextual engagement prepares the reader for the death of the

Haririyya’s trickster.

2.1. Lugman’s Set of Advice

Al-Magama al-Sasaniyya concludes by comparing al-Sartiji’s last testament to the pieces of

advice of Lugman gives his son. Al-Harith ibn Hammam says:
When the sons of Sasan heard these beautiful mandates, they prized them above the
mandates of Lugman and learned them by heart, as the mother of the Koran is learnt,
so they reckon them to this time the best that they can teach their children, and more
profitable to them than a gift of gold.3*

In the Qur’an, Lugman advises his son to follow ten orders: to worship no God other than

Allah, to respect his parents, to perform prayers, to encourage good deeds, to advise against

34 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 175.
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evil deeds, to have patience, to refuse submissiveness, to avoid arrogance, to live in modera-
tion, and to speak in a low voice (Q31: 13-19). To emphasize the latter advice, he adds: “lower
thy voice; the most hideous of voices is the ass’s.”%®

In his last testament, al-Sariji composes a parody of this set of advice by twisting two
elements: first, instead of instructing his son to be good toward God and to the community, he
tells him to take risks and master the art of deception, to benefit himself alone. He says:

“Beguile by the gilding of thy tongue and deceive by the sorcery of thy eloquence (...)
sharpen thy sight for taking omen from the flight of birds, and train thy perception for
drawing inferences.”%
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Second, instead of using animals as negative examples (the ass in Lugman’s case), al-Sarijt
encourages his son to follow their model and learn from their power, trickery, and survival
techniques. He says:
“Travel swifter than the locust, be brisker than the gazelle by moonlight, and more
aggressive than the tiger-wolf.”38
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Al-SarijT’s parody does not undermine Lugman’s ten pieces of advice but rather questions the
insinuation, in the final piece of advice, that humans are superior to animals and that good
conduct should benefit others (God and community) instead of oneself (self-serving profit).
Here Abl Zayd argues that in matters involving survival and trickery, animals are far more
beneficial as guiding examples than human morality. Abti Zayd’s disapproval of human mo-
rality shows in his directing his son to seek profit and giha or shamelessness.*

As a master of oratory, al-Sariji knows that a good parody is one that keeps the spirit of
the original text. Thus, he constructs his argument following the structure of the Lugman’s
advice, stating the advice first and then referring to animals. Al-Sarji also emulates the fa-
therly tone with which Lugman addresses his son, calling him heir “ya bunayya” (my dear
son!) and treating him as an equal throughout their conversation. This is most obvious in the

opening of the testament, which al-Sartji phrases as follows:

% Arberry, Koran Interpreted, 420.
36 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 173.

37 al-Hariri, Magamat, 577.

38 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 172.

%9 al-Hariri, Magamat, 575.

0 Ibid, 574.
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O my son, behold the time for departing from the threshold and for having my eyes
anointed with the kohl-pencil of demise has drawn nigh, and thou, praise be to Allah,
art my heir apparent, and the leader of the flock of Sasan after me, and for one like thee
it needs no tapping with the staff, nor awakening him by the throw of pebbles.*
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The value of the fatherly tone is twofold. First, it emphasizes the playfulness of the parody, by
emulating Lugman’s tone and twisting his warnings. Second, it distinguishes al-Magama al-
Sasaniyya from an earlier literary reference written by al-Jahiz, which includes a mukdr giving
a last testament to his son, but addressing the latter as “ibn al-khabitha” (son of the wicked

woman) on several occasions.
2.2. Khalid ibn Yazid

In al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya, al-HarirT is not simply composing a parody on Lugman’s set of
advice, he also emulates the oldest available literary text on kudya,*® meaning the “Narration
of Khalid ibn Yazid” in al-Jahiz’s Kitab al-Bukhala’, or Book of Misers. Unlike Lugman,
whose name is explicitly mentioned in the episode, al-Jahiz’s miser is not mentioned once in
al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya, despite the striking resemblance between him and al-Sargji.

In the Bukhala’ Khalid ibn Yazid is likewise introduced as a mukdi, who masters all sorts
of coning arts and the strangest of argot. When asked if he can identify the different kinds of
mendicants, he answers:

How shouldn't I be able to recognize them... seeing I was a kajar-gypsy in my young
days? At that time there wasn't a rascal claiming to have suffered in the holy war
(mukhtarani) nor one with a sob-story (musta rid) left in the land whom I didn't outdo,
nor importunate beggar (Shahhadh), feigner of madness (kaghani), faker of ulcerated
limbs (banuwan), hanger-on at gates (garasi), a howler (‘awwa’), contriver of deform-
ities in infants (musha “‘ib), faker of afflictions to his private parts (filawr [sic]), confi-

dence trickster (mazidi), shammer of blindness (is¢il) but came under my hand.**

41 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 170.

42 al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 569-570.

43 Bosworth, The Medieval Underworld, 8.

44 al-Jahiz, Book of Misers, trans. R. B. Serjeant (N.C.: Centre for Muslim Contribution to
Civilization, 1997), 36.
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Moreover, just as al-Sartji in al-Magama al-Sasaniyya, Khalid ibn Yazid is also depicted as a
dying man who is about to give his last testament to his son, to teach him about miserliness
and the value of money. He says:
| leave you what you may eat if you are careful of it- who won’t eat if you squander it.
What I bequeath you by way of sound practice, the proper management ... I have
reached, on land, to where the earth ends and, on sea, the furthest extent to which ves-
sels have reached.*
Both al-Sar@ijT and Khalid ibn Yazid master trickery and argot and share the urge to instruct
their successors on their death-beds. However, the contents of their testaments are clearly dif-
ferent. Al-Sar(ji teaches his son to move lightly, unbothered by possession and property, say-
ing: “make, my son, thy burden light, and little thy dalliance.”® (kun ya bunayy khafif al-kall
galil al-dall).*” And to live in the present, preferring “the day that is to the morrow that is to
be”®(faddil al-yawm ‘ala al-ghadd).*® As for Khalid ibn Yazid, he instructs his son to do the
opposite, namely, to collect money, preserve it, and avoid the temptation of spending it. To use
his words:
I don’t pride myself so much on collecting it as I do on (managing to) keep it, because
some of this money | did not obtain through prudence and smartness—I preserved it
for you from the temptation of building, the temptation of women, the temptation to
seek adulation, the temptation of ostentation and the hands of agents—for they are an
incurable disease.>
Al-Magama al-Sasaniyya borrows from al-Jahiz the motif of the last testament and that of the
dying father, as a speaker, and his successor, as a receiver. The Haririyya, however, does not
emulate the message of the miser, nor his strong attachment to money. Despite the differences
between al-Sartji and Khalid ibn Yazid or Lugman, al-HarirT engages with the texts that feature
them both in the same way: he imitates the exoteric aspect of their fatherly advice (tone, type
of discourse, context), but discards the essence of their words, which brings us to the third
father with whom al-HarTr1 engages, Sheikh Sasan, whose instructions constitute the core of

al-Sariji’s testament.

5 Ibid, 37.

46 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 173.
47 al-Hariri, Magamat, 578.

“8 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 173.
49 al-Hariri, Magamat, 579.

%0 al-Jahiz, Book of Misers, 39.
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2.3. Sheikh Sasan

After challenging the commands of both Lugman and Khalid ibn Yazid, al-Sartij1 elaborates
on the laconic words which were once engraved on the cane of Sheikh Sasan, which read: “He
gets, he who begs, he who roves, makes sure of his loaves”* (man talaba jalab, wa-man jala
nal).> To elaborate on these words, al-Sariiji focuses on the two commandments, begging and
roving. Al-SartjT highlights the superiority of talab (requesting or begging) as an occupation
that overshadows all others, including holding administrative office, which is temporary and
insecure, being a merchant, which is risky and unpredictable, doing handicraft work, which is
unreliable and insufficient, and finally, engaging in agriculture which is humiliating and ties
people to one land.>® After discarding all these professions, al-Sariiji moves to the second com-
mandment: jawalan (from jala) or roving, dedicating the remainder of the testament to it. Al-
SarijT portrays roving as Banii Sasan’s major asset, allowing them to be
the most powerful of tribes, and the luckiest of folks, no touch of oppression overtakes
them, no drawing of the sword harasses them, they fear not the sting of biting vermin,
nor submit they to anyone either near or far... wheresoever they alight, they pick up,
and where they slip in, they strip off, they make no country their home and fear no king,
and they differ not from the birds that are hungry in the morning and full at eventide.>*
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The members of the Banii Sasan tribe are autonomous and live independently from their sur-
roundings. They are untroubled by injustice, war, debt, climate, companions, and rulers. They
have no home, hold no allegiances, and belong to whatever place that offers them food and
profit. They do not tolerate inconveniences, they simply move elsewhere, adjust, and find a
living, until they have to move again. These words resonate with the literature on the Banii
Sasan, especially with the famous poem by Abu Dulaf al-Khazraji, which describes them as
perpetual wanderers who settle in places that provide convenience and sustenance, and leave

once the situation changes, without feeling any attachment, regret, or homesickness (See Part

51 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 172.

52 al-Harir, Magamat, 575

53 |bid, 571-2.

54 al-Hariri, Assemblies I1, 171-172.
% al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 573-574.
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I1). The idea of absolute freedom and apathy to space recurs in al-Magama al-Sasaniyya and
takes different forms: encouraging the son to travel the world, not to surrender to kasal (lazi-
ness) and sedentariness, and to use irtikad (mobility) and nashat (agility) to earn a living. Al-
Sartijjt finally concludes his testament by saying:
And when a country disagrees with thee, or a trouble has befallen thee therein, cut off
thy hope from it and speed away from it thy camel, for the best of countries is that
which betters thy state, and deem not departure burdensome nor hate removal, for the
chiefs of our sect, and the elders of our tribe have agreed thereon, that motion is a
blessing and the change of places like a promissory note, whereas they blame him who
holds that peregrination is a bore and migration an infliction, and they say that is an
excuse of those who are contented with a paltry pittance and gratifies with poor fruit
and bad measure.>®
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The common takeaway from all these instructions is that one should never rest or stop moving.
One also should not develop an attachment to space, because lands are defined strictly by their
usefulness and capacity to offer profit. Thus, attachment and homesickness are signs of weak-
ness and a false pretext maintained by the lazy who lack agility and accept the humiliation of
being sedentary.

While these pieces of advice align with the words of Sheikh Sasan and the message of
external texts, such as Abt Dulaf’s al-Qasida al-Sasaniyya, and the account of Khalid ibn
Yazid, they do not align with al-Sartiji’s backstory, which is that of a refugee who runs away
from Sartj after its invasion, and who keeps expressing his homesickness throughout the
Haririyya. At first glance, al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya strikes the reader as a text that adheres to
tradition and follows in the steps of the fathers discussed above. However, al-Hariri undermines
the essential aspects of the instructions the three fathers provide. In al-Maqama al-Sasaniyya,
al-HarTrT constructs a set of advice that opposes Luqman’s moral set and Khalid ibn Yazid’s

abundant emphasis on collecting possession and wealth. As for Sheikh Sasan, whose words al-

%6 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 174.
57 al-Hariri, Magamat, 579-580.
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Magqgama al-Sasaniyya elaborates, al-Sartji challenges them through the ambivalent conduct
that characterizes him throughout the Haririyya. Indeed, he follows the words of his sheikh in
several episodes and acts as a rootless beggar and trickster. However, he also expresses home-
sickness, strangerhood, and existential angst, and even acts as a good person in several episodes
(Mt. 19, 22, 31).

3. Rootlessness and Dying as an Ibn Sasan

The discrepancy between al-Sariji’s last testament and his backstory takes us back to the con-
clusion of the previous chapter, in which | summarize the logic of the Haririyya in the inter-
jection, ‘yes, but’: al-Hariri emulates one aspect of the Hamadhaniyya, that is, al-Iskandari’s
cynicism and rootlessness, but constructs another aspect which contradicts the first by giving
al-Sar@ijT a tragic backstory, involving homesickness, strangerhood, and existential angst
(M39). In the present magama, only the aspects al-Hamadhani supplies in his work is present:
al-Sar(yji is cynical, rootless, and unambiguously adopts the ethos of Bani Sasan. Thus, he is
identical to al-Iskandari, to Khalid ibn Yazid in his past as a mukdi, and to all the tricksters
described in Aba Dulaf’s poem (Chapter 6). In other words, in al-Magama al-Sasaniyya, the
protagonist is not Abti Zayd al-Sariiji who is forced to leave Sardj, but rather an /bn Sasan who
is not supposed to have a home in the first place.

The dissonance between al-Sariiji’s last testament and his character across the Haririyya
1s comparable to the conflict between ‘Umr ibn Abi Rabi‘a’s physical shape as a large man and
his description of himself, saying, “inside my garment is a bony body if you lean on it, it would
fall.”>® The poet is not lying or exaggerating in this verse, but simply following the standard
image of the sickly lover who cannot be fat or large, because he is consumed by his fondness
for the beloved. Kilito cites ‘Umr ibn Abi Rabi‘a’s example in the context of arguing that
“every genre suggests an image of its speaker.”® Correspondingly, the image which the liter-
ature on Banu Sasan provides is the one engraved on Sheikh Sasan’s cane: rootless and shame-
less beggars. To speak as one of the Bant Sasan and to die as one, Abli Zayd al-Sariij1 has to
discard his strangerhood, his feelings of nostalgia, and his attachment to his homeland, and
speak in his final hours as someone whose life revolves around moving and tricking. At this
point, one may ask: Who dies in al-Magama al-Sasaniyya, is it Abt Zayd al-Sartji the com-

plicated tragic protagonist of the Haririyya, or the member of the Baniui Sasan tribe? In my

%8 ‘Umr ibn Abi Rabi’, quoted in Kilitd, al-Adab wa-l-gharaba, 83.
%9 |bid.
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opinion, only one part of al-Sardji dies in the Sasaniyya, meaning the ‘yes’ half, which echoes
the typical characteristics of the trickster, as constructed by al-Hamadhani. As for the ‘but’
half, al-Harr1’s unique contribution to the genre, namely the tragic and ambiguous nuance with
which he furnishes his trickster, it does not die, and the endings that fit it well are those of al-

Magqgama al-Nasibiyya, al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya, and al-Maqgama al-Basriyya.

4. Closure Allusions: Did Abu Zayd al-Sariiji Really Die?

In al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya, we are told that Abti Zayd “neared (number of years indicated by
the) the clenched fist (ninety-three) and the fetter of old age robbed him of the power of ris-
ing”® (nahaza al-qabda, wa-ibtazzahu qayd al-haram al-nahda),®* which implies him ap-
proaching the end of life. Furthermore, al-SartjT delivers his last testament to his son, which
means that he shall never speak again. However, this is not the case, once al-Magama al-
Sasaniyya ends, al-Magama al-Basriyya commences, and al-Sariji returns to open places to
deliver yet another speech. What makes al-Sartiji’s death more problematic is that it happens
off-stage. Unlike Khalid ibn Yazid, whose death and burial are described in the text, Abt
Zayd’s death is never mentioned in al-Magama al-Sasaniyya: once the testament is finished,
the narrator tells the reader about the reception of the testament within the Bani Sasan tribe,
but not that of its owner. In other words, the narrator withholds or omits al-Sar@iji’s death, thus,
denying the reader a clear satisfactory closure. To rephrase, by omitting the scene of death, the
narrator produces an ellipsis or a narrative gap, which remains open to all kinds of interpreta-
tions. These potential readings increase once al-Maqgama al-Sasaniyya is compared to the last

episode which includes ingita ‘ (incapacitation/ isolation), repentance, return, and farewell.

IV. Al-Magama al-Basriyya
1. Summary

Al-Magama al-Basriyya is one of the longest episodes in the Haririyya, mainly because, in a
way, it includes two episodes and contains al-Sartji’s lengthiest of speeches and the longest
poem in the Magamat. The first episode resembles most of the others in the Haririyya. It opens
with the narrator communicating his desire to listen to an exhortation about piety, to soften his
heart, when all of a sudden, he encounters a crowd gathered around an orator wearing tattered

rags. As usual, al-Harith ibn Hammam recognizes that he is once again in the presence of Aba

60 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 169.
%1 al-Hariri, Magamat, 569.
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Zayd al-Sariji. This time, however, the recognition is mutual and occurs even before the trick-
ster utters a word. Al-Sariji commences his speech by describing Basra’s superiority to all
other places, then proceeds to praise its people. Unusually at this point, the trickster suffers an
unprecedented block or ingita “ (incapacitation), which makes him unable to develop his de-
scription of Basra any further. He, therefore, shifts to talk about his past achievement and end-
less travels, which involve tricking people. At this point, al-Sartji realizes that these recollec-
tions represent the never-to-return youth. Struck by this moment of epiphany, the trickster ex-
presses remorse and regret for his misdeeds and asks the audience to pray for his salvation. The
audience answers his call, causing him to shed tears of repentance. Al-Sariji walks away im-
mediately, and the narrator follows him, as usual expecting al-Sardji to confess to his trick and
reveal the secret message. However, what for [bn Hammam has the semblance of performance
turns out to indeed be genuine repentance. The newly repentant trickster confesses that

“truly, I had stood before them in the stead of a doubter, a deceiver, and lo, I have turned

from them with the heart of the contrite, the devout.”®?
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After this confession al-Sartiji departs, and the first half of the episode concludes. The second
half, which takes the form of another episode, starts with yet another journey towards Sarj,
the newly independent city to which al-Sariji returns after his repentance. Once again, the
narrator follows him, seeking to verify the authenticity of al-Sariji’s repentance from trickery.
In Sartj, both conversation and language have a limited presence. The narrator finds that al-
Sariiji has confined himself to prayer, silence, and solitude. Observing him for an entire day,
the narrator is finally convinced of repentance. He bids al-Sartiji farewell and leaves him for

his new life, thus, marking the end of the Haririyya.

2. Failure, Repentance, and Silence

Similar to the previous magama, this episode announces Abii Zayd al-Sarfiji’s retirement from
the vocation of the trickster. While it is death that renders al-Sartjt silent in al-Magama al-
Sasaniyya, in al-Magama al-Basriyya it is ingita  that renders him silent. While addressing the
proper conduct of a disputant in a debate, Ibn Wahb al-Katib (middle of 4%/10» century) defines

ingita ‘ as follows:

62 al-Hariri, Assemblies 1, 181.
®3 al-Hariri, Magamat, 593.
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Incapacitation (ingita ) does not only imply silence or answering insufficiently, but also
being too proud [to admit defeat] ... When one fails to answer back, then one is incom-
petent. When one answers yet fails to convince, cannot reply at one’s turn, or is unable

to build on the opponent’s argument, then one is incapacitated.®
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In al-Magama al-Basriyya, Abt Zayd al-Sariiji experiences all the above forms of ingita * Ibn
Wahb mentions. He fails to develop his description of Basra, he is incapable of beguiling his
audience, and he is too proud to admit his defeat. The first two types of incapacitation are noted
in brief by the narrator, who says that al-Sartji “checked his tongue and restrained his elo-
guence, so that the eyes of the people were directed upon him, and he was even suspected of
inability to proceed; and accused of falling short”® (khazana lisanah wa-khatama bayanah
hatta hudija bi-1-absar wa-qurifa bi-1-igsar wa-wusima bi-1-istigsar).®® Furthermore, too proud
to admit his failure, al-Sartiji changes the topic of the conversation and talks about his past
glories and former ability to charm, he says:
ask the East and the West, the high and the low. Ask each company and assembly, each
tribe and troop, or seek a plain account of me from those who report news. From those
who are wont to recite in evening colloquies. From the guides of caravans, and from
skilful diviners, that you may know how many a ravine | have traversed. How often |
have overcome obstacles, and braved fatal perils, and fought fights.5’
Evidently, all these achievements are a distant memory now that he is old and frail. Al-Sart;i
confesses:
But all this was when | was as yet like a green bough. When my flowing locks were
raven-black, and the garment of manhood was new upon me. But now my skin is with-
ered, and my stature bowed, and the dark night of my locks bespangled with white, and

nothing remains but regret.%®

% 1bn Wahb al-Katib, al-Burhan fi wujith al-baydn, edited by HifnT Muhammad Sharaf (Cairo:
Maktabat al-Shabab, 1969),194.

65 al-Hariri, Makamat, 460. I use Preston’s translation here, and in the two instances that follow,
because this part of al-Magama al-Basriyya is missing from Steingass’s translation.

% al-Hariri, Magamat, 587.

67 al-Hariri, Makamat, 461.
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In a way, these words can be described as a last testament, too. They announce the retirement
of a trickster from his ways. From this repentance issues a new person, one who breaks with
deception and asks for prayers and forgiveness instead of charity or reward. In this episode, the
people of Basra are similar to the fetus in al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya, in that they silence the
trickster by not falling for his deception and force him into isolation (staying on the island or
returning to Sariij). The implication here is that every time Abii Zayd al-Sariiji experiences
failure and incapacitation, he cuts away social connections and chooses isolation. It is as if the
trickster is incapable of being part of a social gathering where he cannot be eloquently superior
to the others. In away, he is similar to al-Khattabi and al-Tawhidi who opted for isolation when
their contemporaries failed to notice their eminence and intelligence (see Chapter 7).

Of all the cities al-Sar(j1 visits, only Basra and its people get a praising description, and
it is the only city to render the trickster silent. This might be explained by al-Hariri’s lack of
traveling or by a desire on his part to pay homage to his homeland. In al-Sariji’s speech, Basra
is depicted as a vibrant metropolitan center, a crossroads where all kinds of people meet to
exchange goods and knowledge. This explains why its people are immune to al-Sartji’s trick-
ery and deception, as they have already been exposed to numerous orators, to the point of
building a tolerance against the words of Abl Zayd al-Sartiji. Defeated by the Basrians and
noticing his obsoleteness, al-Sariiji declares his remorse for past deeds and returns to his newly
liberated home city of Sartij. He returns as a new person, a pious man who hardly speaks and

whose words are limited to worshipping God.

3. Beyond Closure

In light of Noél Carroll's definition of closure as a moment that gives “the impression that
exactly the point where the work does end is just the right point, [and that to] have gone beyond
that point would have been an error,”’® informs the present reading, in the sense that al-Hariri
could have ended his magamat with al-Magama al-Sasaniyya, in which his trickster gives his
last testament cynically and proudly. Instead, the author of the Haririyya goes “beyond the
point” and presents the readers with yet another ending, one in which al-Sarfiji loses his tongue,

curiosity, sense of humor, and gains a novel kind of peace of mind.

%9 al-Hariri, Magamat, 590.
70 Carroll, “Narrative Closure,” 2.
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When al-Harith ibn Hammam finally hears news about Abt Zayd al-Sariji, he travels to

Sariij and finds him in the mosque praying. Instead of welcoming him or inquiring about him

or about how he managed to find him, al-Sariiji “greeted him with his forefinger without utter-

ing a word of talk, nor asking for tidings old or new. Then he proceeded with his recitation

from the Koran.”"* In this new life, al-Sariiji speaks to people only through signs. He saves all

his words and rhetorical prowess for worshiping God. Instead of literary speeches, playful li-

pograms, and riddles, he shifts to munajat (intimate prayers), haynama (murmuring softly),

groans, sighs, and tears. The intimate nature of these pleas forces al-Harith ibn Hammam to

eavesdrop on al-Sarji to record his last verses. Similar to most envois in the Haririyya, Abu

Zayd’s last poem is about home. However, instead of Sartj, which is now stable and independ-

ent, the newly repentant man looks forward to another home, meaning the grave, which he

describes as follows:

Tomorrow will thy dwelling be
the bottom of a lonely grave;

Alas, that house of sore dismay,
the station, waste, disconsolate,

A house whose inmate will be seen
encompassed, after ample space,
Within the bond of cubits three,

to hold him in their narrow grip.
Who there alights, it matters not

if he a wit be or a fool.”

L al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 182.
2 |bid, 184.
73 al-Hariri, Magamat, 599-600.
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Addressing his tormented self, al-Sartji portrays his future home as inevitable, narrow, and
lonesome, but just and fair. Similar to al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya, space shrinks gradually in
this magama, from an open arena to the mosque, and finally to the grave. The shrinking pre-
pares the reader for a different Abu Zayd al-Sariiji, one who is pious, reflective, ascetic, and
anxious for God’s mercy and forgiveness. Observing his companion’s new life, al-Harith ibn
Hammam realizes that al-Sariiji’s “heart was imbued with the love of seclusion”’* (ushriba
galbuh hawa al-infirad).” Consequently, he decides to depart and leave the repentant to his
incessant prayers. In al-Magama al- ‘Umaniyya and al-Nasibiyya, Abu Zayd al-Sariiji avoids
desolation by insisting on companionship. In al-Magama al-Basriyya, however, he bids fare-
well to the narrator telling him briefly to “Keep death before thy eye, and this is the parting
between me and thee”’® (ij ‘al al-mawt nusb ‘aynayk, wa-hadha firdq baynt wa-baynak).”’
Despite the piety of his new conduct and his solemn seriousness, al-Sariji seems unable
to achieve tranquility or peace, due to unrecoverable remorse and guilt. Cooperson comments
on the trickster’s state of mind in al-Basriyya, saying:
Whatever the case, Imposture 50, read on its own, does not appear to describe conver-
sion to a state of mystical bliss. Abli Zayd prays almost incessantly, as if determined to
power through to direct experience of God; and though he is supposed to reach the
special state of consciousness characteristic of the Sufis, he never seems at peace, nor
is he suffused with love for his fellow creatures. In the end the deficiency may be al-
Hariri’s. For all his cleverness—indeed, perhaps, because of it—he may have lacked
the skill, or the will, to depict genuine religious feeling.”
In my view, al-Sardiji’s insistence on praying and his failure to achieve calmness are not signs
of deficiency or lack of genuine piety, but rather a direct consequence of experiencing ingita .
Throughout the Haririyya, al-Sariiji always manages to express his mind and influence his
public. Facing the Basrians, however, he fails to fully tap into his oratorical and rhetorical
skills. As a result, he surrenders all modes of discourse for the single aim of developing a
convincing pious discourse that brings about salvation. Another reason for the prayers could
be al-Sariiji’s desolation and need for an interlocutor after he loses his public due to ingita |,

and his narrator due to repentance. However, the one thing that Abii Zayd does not seem to

4 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 185.
75 al-Harird, Magamat, 601.
76 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 185.
" al-Hariri, Magamat, 602.
78 Cooperson, Impostures, 518.
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lose at the end is his strangerhood (isolation, desolation) and his existential angst towards both
life and death.

Conclusion: End of the Superhero

Despite their obvious differences, the four magamat are associated through the themes of set-
tlement, closure, stability, and weakness. Al-Sariiji whose rewards and tricks occur on the road,
suffers greatly whenever he decides to stay. His weakness manifests in different forms in the
aforementioned episodes, both physically (Mt. 19 & 49) and spiritually (Mt. 39 & 50). In all
these magamat, Abu Zayd al-Sariiji is overwhelmed by his lonesomeness and seeks safety. In
the ‘Umaniyya he runs from the perilousness of life to the isolation of the island. Faced with
looming death in the Nasibiyya, al-Sariiji holds to his guests and refuses to be left behind. In
the Sasaniyya he engages with all kinds of literature, putting forth the argument that his and
his progeny’s place is in the midst of the Banii Sasan, living according to their ways. Finally,
in the Basriyya, al-Sarliji prays incessantly to seek some comfort in the presence of God. In all
these episodes, al-Sariiji is not a “superhero” who is “unbeatable in all senses,”’® but rather a
stranger suffering agony and desolation, as well as solitude and isolation. In the episodes in
which he is on the road, he encounters people who scold and banish him, he lives in exile, and
suffers from a constant feeling of longing, but at least he makes a living and enjoys his freedom.
When al-Sartiji gives this mobility away, however, he suffers desertion and remains alone.
Even the narrator, who constantly begs for al-Sartji’s companionship in the past, leaves once
he realizes that his trickster is no longer a “trader of the strange.” In the Haririyya, the experi-
ence of ghurba on the road is frustrating and loaded with misery, rejection, and homesickness,
but at home, it is equally painful. In all cases, be it in exile or in the homeland, Aba Zayd al-

Sariiji remains a restless being. Stranger at home. Stranger elsewhere. Stranger everywhere.

" Hameen-Anttila employs these two expressions in the course of studying the Haririyya’s
hero. See Magama, 167.
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Conclusion

Of Readers and Strangers

Forty years ago, in 1983, Kilito describes the status of the magama genre in his PhD disserta-
tion not so differently from the current characterization of the genre today: an object that “has
been for a long time exhibited in a museum gathering dust inch by inch. Occasionally, tourists
or local visitors come to contemplate it, shaking their heads in discontent, or puffing their chests
in vainglory.”’! Kilito then continues: ‘“What are we to do with al-Hamadhani or al-Hariri?’*2
This question which blends helplessness and irritation, summarizes in a way the main questions
which initiated this project. How can we relate to premodern language and adab in the present
day? What are we to do with a disinherited genre that is limited currently to belle-lettres and
teaching Arabic? What are we to do with two literary figures who lost their strangeness and
playfulness and settled in the permanent display of literary turath, provoking a great deal of
vanity and discontent and modest critical engagement?

Following the current shift in zurath scholarship that engages more critically and actively
with the part of a literary heritage that has long been dismissed (See Introduction), | decided to
address the Haririyya in this project by returning to premodern readers, who appreciated the
genre for centuries, who shared al-Hariri’s taste for strangeness, and who cooperated with the
Haririyya’s game of riddles, allusions, masks, codes, and wordplay. This is to understand what
charmed them in the genre in the first place, and to study the work through their eyes, empha-
sizing strangeness and strangerhood, and examining the literary and cultural context which
gave birth to the Haririyya’s language and motifs.

The answer which the premodern readers of the magamat and the Haririyya provided
was that to them, the stranger and more cognitively stimulating a text was, the more valuable
they regard it and the more engaged they were in reading it. Using strangeness, chameleonism,
ambiguity, riddles, and ghurba the Haririyya met the premodern literary need for ambiguity
and demonstrated a paradigm of cooperation between the receiver of strangeness and its com-
poser. This cooperation ended between reader and oeuvre when the scholarship stopped under-
standing the work according to its own terms, Zeitgeist, and context of production and decided
to read it within categories of fiction, morals, and language. The Haririyya’s complex structure,

strangeness, and ambiguity were dealt a hand of invisibility and estrangement. From the 18»

L Kilita, al-Magamat, 8.
2 |bid.
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and 19+ centuries on, Magamat al-Harirt was no longer a collection of episodic journeys to
collect rare accounts and curious language, but rather a strange work that is hard to understand
or contextualize. Despite the perplexity and condemnation, the Haririyya did not disappear
entirely from the scene, now and then playful readers, such as Ruckert, al-Shidyaq, Bayram al-
Tins1, and Cooperson, appeared on the literary scene offering interesting adaptations of the
genre and al-HarirT’s chameleon trickster.

Readership, premodern and modern, playful and serious, offered me a thread to find the
central concepts of this project: strangeness, language, space, trickery, ambiguity, and stranger-
hood. They have also provided me with the thread to develop the optimal approach to study an
ambiguous work, which was once described as inimitable (mu jiz) and later as perplexing and
problematic. The approach has consisted in studying both the cultural context that gave birth
to the genre’s constituent literary elements and examining how the trickster used his linguistic
erudition and strangeness to systematically deceive and ridicule the literati and also to express
his own ghurba and outsiderness.

This double examination of the Haririyya and its context generated several important
findings. The first is the double role of the educated elite as an object of mockery and the main
audience of the work. Through the relentless chase after the unattainable chameleon trickster,
al-Harir1 represents the taste of his time and his contemporaries’ fascination with everything
exotic, transgressive, and marvelous. Shrewd and chameleon, he decided to mock the taste of
his readers while contributing to it. Al-Hariri thus places the material that is most sought after
in the mouth of Abu Zayd al-Sariiji who constantly takes money from the educated literati,
steals their possessions, manipulates them, and leaves them unfulfilled and wanting more.
More than half of the episodes feature fictionalized literati who are always anonymous, naive,
and easily duped by words and lies. The narrator is relatively better, for he does recognize the
truth of the trickster eventually, but he is as obsessed with adab and curious accounts as all the
elite and cannot reflect on the uselessness of his collected material. In every encounter with the
trickster, the educated audience fails, giving money, garments, and she-camels, to obtain so
little of what they want or nothing at all. It is hard to determine al-Harir1’s positionality towards
his audience. Perhaps he wanted to ridicule their taste, perhaps he wanted to make use of their
obsession with the rare and exotic, or perhaps he wanted to mess with them and show them

their real faces in adab. In any case, just as his trickster, al-HarirT made a fortune from success-
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fully selling the elite adab that mocked them. Once he published his Magamat, al-Harir trans-
formed from a local clerk to a rich man who owned eighteen thousand palm trees.2 The success
of the Haririyya confirms that the educated not only did not mind the criticism but enjoyed and
appreciated reading a work ridiculing them as long as it provides literary and linguistic curios-
ities. This is another proof of their playfulness and captivation with humor and ambiguity even
at their own expense.

While al-Harir1’s intentions are hard to decipher, his trickster’s aims are more discernible,
especially while confronting the educated elite, who scold, belittle, and banish him for his
looks, then beg him to remain once they discover his encyclopedic knowledge of rare vocabu-
lary, deceptive figures of speech, unsolvable riddles, and constrained compositions. Almost
every encounter with the literati is a chance and opportunity for the trickster to use strangeness
and ambiguity against those who are entirely occupied with appearance and embellishment to
reflect on meaning. Strangeness is thus a double tool in the Haririyya: it incites the literati to
listen to the trickster despite his miserable looks and to reflect on their attitude towards curios-
ities and usage of language. This Reflection, however, is never achieved within the Magamat.
The narrator stubbornly insists that adab is the best of vocations, regardless of how many times
the trickster tries to teach him “that adorned speeches satisfy not him who is a-hunger (inna
al-asja ‘ la tushbi man ja°).> Moreover, in the final magama, when the narrator realizes that
Abil Zayd al-Sariji has repented and settled in Sariij, and can no longer be a chameleon trick-
ster who changes masks and adapts to any social context, nor a stranger who provides exotic
material, he simply bids farewell to Abti Zayd al-Sarji and departs once for all.

There is a remarkable resemblance between the narrator of the Haririyya and the pre-
modern readers of al-Hariri. Both were captivated by the strange, the wondrous, the unattaina-
ble, and the exotic. Both were drawn to what they cannot understand nor grasp and were both
ready to chase it, metaphorically and physically. Postponing the recognition scene until the end
of every episode, and delaying repentance and truth till the final magama, reveals that the
Haririyya perceived revealing truth and providing clarity as putting an end to the pursuit, the
narrative, and the reading. Magamat al-Hariri is thus only possible as long as the feeling of
strangeness, unfamiliarity, chameleonism, and ambiguity persists. The moment the trickster

surrenders his chameleonism and becomes a good person is the moment he leaves exile and

8 al-Qifti, Inbah, vol. 11, 25.
4 al-Hariri, Assemblies 11, 131.
® al-Hariri, al-Magamat, 494.
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returns home and the moment he stops composing adab and turns to prayer; it is the moment
at which the Haririyya ends.

The second main finding of this thesis is concerned with a second ending for the
Haririyya, this time outside the text. While the audience inside the Magamat desert the trick-
ster/stranger when they exhaust his strangeness, the audience of the modern period abandoned
him for the opposite reason: because he was too strange. In the 19» and 20 centuries, when the
modernist readers who want to reduce “the heterogeneity of things and bringing it under con-
trol,”® encountered the Magamat, they were overwhelmed with its elaborate form, laborious
composition, and heavy veils. Thus, they decided to study it in pieces, through rigid categories
such as language, form, and morality. They objected to the strangeness and ambiguity of the
work and translated episodes that are less problematic linguistically and morally (see Chapter
2). In this sense, both the Haririyya and its history of the reception is a dramatization of the act
of mis/reading strangeness. One cannot resist thinking: what would have been of the Haririyya
in the modern period had al-Sariji repented a bit earlier in the narrative? Would the Orientalists
and the Nahdawis cut him slack had he been less ambiguous?

Umberto Eco argues that every literary text is “a lazy machine asking the reader to do

some of its work.”’

The Haririyya is an especially lazy text. Its complex combination of rare
vocabulary, adab, rhetorical excess, masks, and journeys forces the readers to make a great
effort to understand it, a cognitive process that involves deciphering the truth and playing with
the possibilities of language. The Haririyya needs cooperative readers who can appreciate its
tactics and plots and utilize them elsewhere; if not in life, then at least in the next literary text
they encounter. The Haririyya presents to readers two possible modes of reception from which
they can choose: first, the uncritical audience who is deceived and manipulated by the trickster,
offering him praise and rewards, and second, the narrator who actively pursues strangeness,
falls temporarily for the trick, but also speaks, discusses, and eventually reveals the truth.
Through these two modes of reception, the actual reader of the Haririyya learns that ambiguity
is unescapable, definitive meanings do not exist, and reading strangeness equals an unyielding
and continuous process of learning and chasing knowledge. The readers have the choice be-
tween an uncritical and passive reception, which equals deception and being the object of

mockery, and a critical and active reading which promises meaning yet never offers it. In both

® Bruns, ‘‘Toward a Random Theory of Prose,’” ix.
" Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (Cambridge: Harvard university press, 2004),
3.
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cases, grasping “the meaning” of the words, and revealing “the true” face and intentions of the
speaker are impossible. This impossibility, however, is not a fault or a shortcoming, but rather
the engine that keeps the acts of reading, interpreting, deciphering, and discussing alive. In this
sense, the Haririyya is not just a literary text that makes use of strangeness, but also one that
shows its readers that reading strangeness is a continuous act of chasing and traveling.

The third main finding of this dissertation concerns traveling, estrangement, and stranger-
hood. Traveling, as with all the other motifs and components of the Haririyya, is ambiguous.
On the one hand, it is the medium through which one can find curiosities, strangeness, and
marvels. On the other hand, it is a painful experience involving banishment, isolation, aliena-
tion, and punishment. The journey of the narrator is always on the positive side, it continues as
long as rare and gharib words, curious anecdotes, and unsolvable riddles are out there. The
journey of the trickster, in contrast, is more complicated and ambivalent. He is a refugee whose
homeland is occupied, and a rootless deceiving figure who runs the risk of identification eve-
rywhere. To him, the road equals survival and opportunity, yet also exile and isolation. The
Haririyya emphasizes the trickster’s experience of space and develops him as a round character
with a rich history, recollections, and worries. In contrast, the narrator is described minimally
and used strictly in his capacity as a narrator, and hardly as a protagonist who contributes to
events. As for the reflections on arrival and journeying, they are more generic than personal,
since they are attributed to whoever happens to narrate the episode.®

While al-Hamadhani limits his strangers to the road and places of “transit,”® meaning
hotels, bars, and plazas, al-Harirt allows his trickster to occasionally experience stability. This
experience, however, is never reassuring, relaxing, or peaceful. It is at home where the trickster
encounters spiritual ghurba, weakness, sickness, and existential angst. If there was one lesson
to learn from Magamat al-Harirt, it is that strangers are better off on the road. Correspondingly,
one cannot call the final return home a happy end. In Sartj, the trickster replaces the physical
ghurba with a spiritual one. Settled at home, he leaves the dangers of the road and travels back
and forth between his past misdeeds and possible future punishment in the grave and the after-
life. He agonizes about the end and lives in perpetual remorse. In the Haririyya, where strange-

ness, ambiguity, and trickery dominate, strangerhood equals survival and material gain, while

8 See the section “Al-Magama al-Haramiyya” in Chapter 8.
% See Monroe’s statement in the opening of Chapter 9.
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residency represents a state of threat, torment, and weakness. Losing his journey and chamele-
onism, the trickster becomes similar to al-Tawhidi’s stranger:*° afraid, invisible, and unrecog-
nized. In one word: a “nobody.”

The motif of ghurba is more developed in the Haririyya than in previous magama works.
Ghurba emphasizes the difference between he who chooses the journey and the quest for curi-
osities, which is to say, the narrator, and he who is forced into strangerhood and cannot but be
the trader of strangeness, which is to say, the trickster. It also highlights the former’s privilege
and gullibility and the latter’s shrewd use of a condition he cannot escape. Last, but not least,
ghurba accentuates the preeminent element of strangeness which manifests in every aspect of
the Haririyya, including its styles, discourses, compositions, vocabularies, protagonists, per-
formances, and journeys.

One can appreciate the importance of ghurba in the Haririyya by imagining a Haririyya
in which Abti Zayd al-Sartiji is not a stranger, but an adib who never left his home. In this case,
al-Sartiji would not be part of the Banii Sasan tribe and Maqgamat al-Harirt would lose two
episodes in which al-Sartji displays the tribe’s ethos and identifies as one of them (Mt. 30 &
49). The Haririyya would also drop all references to the different geographical locations and
most of the envois in which the trickster expresses his ghurba and homesickness. The narrator
would have to stop his quests since their main purpose is to encounter Abili Zayd al-Sarij1 and
replace the description of the journey with another motif. As for al-Sartiji, whose identity would
be common knowledge, acting as a trickster would be almost impossible, his homesickness and
blaming time for his misdeeds would also change in this context and adopt more home-friendly
topics. In the absence of the journey, Magamat al-Hariri would have to drop chameleonism,
masks, deceit, and the anagnorisis scenes. By becoming one of the settled locals, Abt Zayd al-
Sariiji would lose his access to the outside and its exotic products and curious anecdotes, he
would lose his role as ‘‘the trader of the strange,’” and become one amongst many anonymous
literati which the Haririyya mocks.

The readers of this alternative Haririyya, if anybody bothered to read such a work, would
be left with a list of gharib vocabulary, literary speeches, and lipograms. Accordingly, they
would have no access to the realms of strangers and magamat, but to a parallel one; perhaps
that of didactic anthologies and writing manuals, or perhaps that of literary majalis in which

intellectuals meet to discuss poetry and demonstrate erudition. In other words, the readers

10 See Chapter 7.
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would be left with the adab, learnedness, and rhetoric, and lose humor, chameleonism, empa-
thy, fiction, and strangeness. In this case, Magamat al-Harirt would be identical to its main-
stream definition nowadays, a corpus of ornate language, archaic registers, learned styles, and
rarest of vocabulary. If this had been the case, it would have been forgotten, never copied,
never spreading.

In conclusion, the Haririyya is only possible as long as it features a bird of passage who
passes through but never settles, a chameleon trickster who changes masks, registers, and rhe-
torical tools to make a profit and survive, and more importantly, a reader who is willing to
follow and cooperate with both. A chameleon and playful work such as the Haririyya, critiqu-
ing stability, familiarity, and clarity, and making use of all kinds of strangeness and ambiguity
can only be read by recipients who accept the pursuit of meaning, embrace ambiguity, and join

the realms of strangers.
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