CHAPTER ONE

The Man

A Bibliographical Sketch
of Abii al-Ala’ al-Ma“arrt"

Abii al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri/s =)l ¢Ja)) sl was born in 973 Common Era (363
Islamic Era) in the small Syrian town of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man (Jlexill 5_j2x),
from which is derived his lagab (<) or agnomen. The town is situated
in northern Syria about 20 miles south of the city of Aleppo. It lies in a
semiarid region that is devoid of running water, although with the aid of
cisterns and wells the population has long been able to sustain a fairly
bountiful agriculture consisting of vineyards, orchards (olives, pistachios,
almonds), and fields of wheat and barley. Writing in the fifth century of
the Islamic Era, the Persian poet, philosopher, and traveler Nasir-i Khus-
raw (som wal)), passing through Ma'arrat al-Nu‘man on a trip the prin-
cipal destinations of which were Mecca and Cairo, could write of having
seen the town’s productive agriculture as well as flourishing bazaars:
a0 s Gl s Cowad® dad il 5SS L L aad Hsere b o sla ) 3
2.l O sl & 5 alaly s Ay g ys el
In the seventh century of the Islamic Era (hereafter IE), the Andalu-
sian traveler and geographer Ibn Jubayr speaks of the town having arable
land (2's~) devoted entirely to olive, fig, and pistachio trees, adding that
he regarded Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man as “one of God’s most fertile and pro-
ductive lands” (85, b 515 & 33 caasl (e 4 5). “It is a small, lovely city
most of whose trees are pistachio and fig” (W_ad I 5 pra 4 3 el
Gl g ill), wrote the eighth-century (IE) Moroccan geographer Ibn
Battitah/Aba sk &) upon his visit.?
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4 CHAPTER ONE

Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘'man lies at strategic crossroads running both north
and south and east and west. To the south lie the cities of Hamah (sLs),
Hims (u=<>), and, finally, Damascus. The road north leads to Antakya
(Antioch) and Iskenderun in present-day Turkey (%5, 38wy and 4SUasl
respectively in the Arabic). To the west lies Latakia (3:3331) on the
Mediterranean, and to the east, the upper reaches of the Euphrates,
which allow for riparian access to the heartlands of Iraq, including
most notably Baghdad. In al-Ma‘arrT’s time, the area stretching on the
south-to-north axis from Hamah through Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man and on to
Aleppo was regarded as the locus for the frontier metropolitan strong-
holds (== s21'), the first line of defense against Byzantine Christian irre-
dentism directed against Syria both as a valuable possession in and of
itself and as an avenue of access to even more valuable territories of the
Islamic commonwealth to the south (e.g., Palestine and Egypt). These
frontier strongholds were also stepping stones for counteroffensives by
organized Muslim armed forces. At the same time, in what amounted to
a tripartite geopolitical dismemberment of Syria by rivals, the expan-
sionist Isma‘1li Shi‘T (Fatimid persuasion) imam-caliphs in Cairo, and
the semiautonomous Hamdanid/ /2= princes (who were Shi‘ites but
non-Fatimid, i.e., probably Ithna‘asharT) centered in Aleppo, were active
in promoting and protecting their own dynastic interests in the area.
For the Fatimid imam-caliphs, this meant especially the attempt to
establish suzerainty over Damascus if not areas to the north as well; for
the Hamdanids, this meant control of Aleppo if not as well Hamah and
Hims and by extension Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man (administratively regarded
as falling under the suzerainty of Hims or Hamah the latter of which in
turn was subject to the oversight of Aleppo).* Added to this mix of rival-
ries were (1) the growing political ambitions of the Bana Kilab/«3S 5y,
Arab bedouins who had migrated to northern Syria from the Najd in the
Arabian peninsula (eventually to establish their own dynasty centered
in Aleppo), and (2) the ambitions of one or another slave page (2>\¢) or
slave soldier (¢ sl) and the troops at their disposal, who were of diverse
ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Turkish, Kurdish, and Daylam1) with decid-
edly fluid loyalties.

All of these factors gave Ma'arrat al-Nu‘man in the tenth and elev-
enth centuries of the Common Era a geopolitical importance most
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THE MAN 5

disproportionate to the town’s size, an importance that was arguably its
most remarkable feature. It lay in the way of the approach to Aleppo by
invading forces moving on the city from south to north and in the way of
the approach to Damascus by invading forces moving on the city from
north to south. Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man was close enough to Aleppo to be
considered key to its defense. Several armed expeditions of the period,
whether on behalf of a major or minor dynasty or a strongman with his
own narrower interests at heart, laid siege to the town with the aim of
taking it over permanently or occupying it merely as a temporary base
from which to regroup in the midst of wider conflicts. (Specific examples
of both cases, as well as the larger, more comprehensive political picture
of which they were a part, will be given in chapter 2 of this study.)

In verses in his diwan (collection) of poetry entitled Sagt al-Zand (&iw
2 3)1) (The Spark of the Fire Drill), probably inspired while away from
Ma‘arrat al-Nu'man during his trip to Baghdad (undertaken in his late
twenties), al-Ma‘arrT could speak longingly of his homeland and particu-
larly “the water of Ma‘arrah [al-Nu‘man].”> Around 400 (IE), in one of
his many personal letters or epistles (Jlu_ll) that have been preserved, he
vowed upon his return from Baghdad “to remain in the city [of Ma‘arrat
al-Nu‘man] even though the inhabitants have fled through fear of the
Greeks.”

In other letters, however—these coming from Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man—al-
Ma‘arr1 writes caustically that

Ma‘arrah [al-Nu‘man] is like the two months called Spring, which
originally were at the beginning of the year, but afterword shifted
to the middle, and two others called Frost, which from the days of
frozen water have shifted to those of windless heat . . . . And were
it not that dust and stones are unable to assume the character of
their neighbour, the squares of Ma‘arrah would by now be devoted
to learning, and the supplies of eloquence would be drawn from its
inhabitants.”

Were it not for the Kadi Abu Ja‘far [i> ] his [the reference
is to one Abii al-Hasan Muhammad/sess sl 5] visit to this city
would be like the vulture, who is a king and chieftain among birds,
and from whose limbs there issues a musk-like odour, falling on a
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foul carcass. This is such an epithet as may be applied to Ma‘arrah,
which is the opposite of the Paradise described by the Koran. . ..
Her very name “mischief” is ominous; God save us from it! The
water-courses are blocked up, and the surface of its mould in sum-
mer is dry. It has no flowing water, and no rare trees can be planted
there.®

Then I was brought up in a city which contains no scholars, and
the vine cannot grow without trellis-work to cling to.’

According to the thirteenth-century (CE) chronicler al-Qift1/ b, al-
Ma‘arri bemoaned to his students that the affluent in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man
were so miserly that they would not provide for the students studying under
his supervision, he himself not having the means for this."

Most of the families of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man in al-Ma‘arr’s time were
of the Banii Sati* (abbal) siv) division of the Taniikh (# s5) tribal confedera-
tion, house of Sulayman. Originally of south Arabian origin, the Tantikh
eventually migrated to al-Hirah (6_s~))) in south central Iraq (“they were
the first to build it and live therein” according to the thirteenth-century
[CE] biographer and historian =) (//Ibn al-‘Adim'"), where, however,
they were soon engaged in war by the Sassanian Persians and forced to
move to central Mesopotamia, that is, the Sawad (2)s~)). Here, too, the
Tantikh were not free from wars and armed skirmishes initiated by the
kings of Persia, although they managed to establish effective hegemony
over, and flourish in, al-Hadr (u==~l'), a small city in the vicinity of
Takrit (<u_S5). When they allied themselves with the Byzantine emperor
(ps oV <o), at his request, in response to Persian attacks on his territo-
ries, and when furthermore they provided the emperor with effective
armies in confronting the Persians, they were rewarded with—among
other things (including monetary remuneration)—"“a feudal estate con-
sisting of Syria and the surrounding lands, up to [the area of] al-Jazirah”
(3252112 (al-Jazirah in this instance referring to the uplands and plains
of northwestern Iraq, northeastern Syria, and southeastern Anatolia).
They moved on to northern Syria (e.g., Qinnasrin [¢no~38]; Hamah;
Maarrat al-Nu‘'man) in the early Islamic Era while advancing with the
forces of “Ubayd Allah ibn al-Jarrah/z) sl ¢ &) aue—this according
to Ibn al-‘Adim. Shortly thereafter, some of the confederation, which
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at that time was Christian (‘ald din al-nasraniyyah/s) y=il o2 Je),
agreed, albeit not without protestations, to pay the land tax (al-kharaj/
z,Al) as opposed to the poll or capital tax (al-jizyah/% =), the latter
being the mark of non-Muslim subjects living under Islamic rule. These
members of the Taniikh tribal confederation settled in fixed homes; that
is, they became sedentary. The ancestors of Abii al-‘Ala’ were among
this group. Some embraced Islam. Others moved on to Byzantine-ruled
territories, taking their Christian faith with them.

Once settled in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man, the House of Sulayman of the
Tantikh confederation provided most of the judges (3b=f) of the town right
up until the time of the Crusaders’ attack on and occupation of it (492 IE;
1099 CE), a span of more than 200 years. The judges were often among
the town’s notable men of learning, a learning that included poetry and
belle-lettres (adab/<). It was either Abii al-Hasan Sulayman ibn Ahmad
ibn Sulayman ibn Da’tid ibn al-Mutahhar who was the first of the house to
assume the judgeship of Ma‘arrat al-Nu'man— 3 jse slad agie I 53 (e J 5l 58
Uendll —or his son, al-Ma‘arri’s great grandfather Abii Bakr Muhammad
ibn Sulayman ibn Ahmad.”® This would have been around 290 IE. Abu
Bakr has been described as a generous and beneficent head of the Tantikh
in whom could be found honorable distinction for those who sought it."
He was also a poet."” His son, grandfather of Abu al-‘Ala’, Abu al-Hasan
Sulayman ibn Muhammad ibn Sulayman ibn Ahmad, became judge
(gadiis=\%) of Ma‘arrat al-Nu'man on or around 331 of the Islamic Era.
Soon thereafter, he became judge of Hims as well. He, too, was a poet; and
an eloquent man of learning and refinement who was a transmitter of nar-
rative reports (ahadith/<x>sT) about the Prophet Muhammad. His son Abii
Muhammad ‘Abd Allah and his grandchildren Abii al-‘Ala’ and Aba Salih
Muhammad Ibn al-Muhadhdhab—among others—transmitted ahadith
on his authority. He died in Hims in 377 IE (988 CE).

At this point in time, Abi al-‘Ala’s father, Abu Muhammad ‘Abd
Allah ibn Sulayman ibn Muhammad ibn Sulayman ibn Ahmad ibn
Sulayman, became judge of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man. Like his father before
him, he also composed verse and was noted for his overall literary and
cultural refinement as well as expertise as a scholar of ahadith. As a new
field of scholarly expertise in the family, language study is also associ-
ated with his name.'®
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Al-Ma‘arr1’s father had three sons: the eldest, Abl al-Majd Muham-
mad ibn ‘Abd Allah; Abu al-‘Ala’, close to Abtu al-Majd in age; and
Abii al-Haytham ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn ‘Abd Allah, the youngest. Abii al-
Haytham was a poet with a diwan reportedly transmitted to his son Zayd
ibn ‘Abd Allah by Abii al-‘Ala’. A brother to Zayd, Munafir, put down in
writing some of what Abi al-‘Ala’ composed.

Abi al-Majd Muhammad was also a poet with a diwan to his credit.
He had two sons, Abti Muhammad ‘Abd Allah ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abd
Allah ibn Sulayman and Abi al-Hasan ‘Alf ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abd
Allah ibn Sulayman, both of whom became judges in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man.
Abti Muhammad ‘Abd Allah, like his cousin Munafir, also wrote down
some of Abii al-‘Ala’’s compositions and personally looked after him. In
addition to being judge of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man, a poet, and an author of
epistles, he delivered sermons for the congregational prayers on the Mus-
lim sabbath and oversaw the administration of religious endowments (4
Ler sl 5 Lgliad 5 landl) B paay elalll (535 Ain Jilas )5 o ) 529).17

His son Abii Muslim al-Wadhi® (g3s) alas sf) (the name and agno-
men were chosen by Abl al-‘Al2’, his father’s uncle) was not only judge
of Ma‘arrat al-Nu'man immediately after him, but also reportedly a fine
poet, the author of beautiful epistles, and overall a learned and refined
man. Moreover, it has been recorded that he was the principal leader and
elder of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man to whom general oversight or general super-
intendence of affairs was entrusted.'®

The above-mentioned family members may not have constituted the
trellis upon which al-Ma‘arrT hoped to grow his learning, a trellis that he
alleged was lacking in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man; but surely they would have
allowed him an estimable stake for starters.

Al-Ma‘arri’s mother was of the house of Sabikah, and his maternal
grandfather was from Aleppo (according to Ibn al-‘Adim, the most com-
prehensive of the medieval chroniclers).”” Little else about her and her
family can be gleaned from the medieval chronicles, although al-Ma‘arrT
wrote letters to her brother Abii al-Qasim °‘Alf ibn Sabikah in Aleppo on
at least four occasions that have been documented,?® one of which? was
prompted by the death of a brother in Damascus (who is mentioned by
name: Abl Tahir), and another of which?> was prompted when Abi al-
‘Ala’ learned of his mother’s death on his return to Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man
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from Baghdad (400 IE/1010 CE). The letter prompted by his mother’s
death, one of his shorter and more accessible pieces of epistolary prose,
is an expression of a son’s grief and sorrow albeit coupled with a resolve
not to overindulge in emotions.

I can hope for no good after her death, nor can I do anything but
plunge deeper and further into misery. . . . Were it not that the death
days are fixed in writing, gladly should I have been killed for her
sake in cold blood! Howbeit I tell her that I was bent on traveling,
and that I was fully intent thereon, and she gave me leave. Maybe
she thought it an idle fancy, the lightning of a cloud without water!
However “the term of each is fixed in writing,” and my grief over her
loss is like the pleasures of Paradise, which are renewed so oft as they
are consumed, and to dilate thereon would weary the hearer and be
waste of time.”

In one short poem in Saqt al-Zand,* the mother’s death is also lamented
in more elusive and elliptical verse, notwithstanding the straightforward
cathartic line “My mother has been summoned by God; would that I had
been summoned before her, even if the warm middays were to become
later afternoons™/(Jial salsell & o1y cue’ / Lealal Sl cud Wl il L), Another
(long) poem? expresses similar sentiments: “A mother has gone before
me to the grave; it sorrows me that she has departed before I have” (sl 5
el @l gl e 3aa/ 1 &1aaY). A long poem eulogizing the father is also
among the poems of Saqrt al-Zand.?®

When not yet four years old, Abi al-‘Ala’ was stricken with smallpox.
This left him with noticeable scars on his face, completely blind in his left
eye, and almost completely blind in his right eye. It is doubtful that he was
ever capable of seeing well enough to read. In one of his letters,*” he speaks
frankly of the limitations imposed upon him by his loss of sight: “How is
it possible for me to be learned when I am blind,—a misfortune which it
is sufficient to name?” According to Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, he referred to his
blindness as one of his “prison houses,” the other being self-imposed seclu-
sion in his home.?® However, he is also reported to have defiantly praised
God for the loss of his eyesight “the way others praise Him for having it"/ul
sl e g e srany LS aal) e a3 4l 2aal, remarking additionally:
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People say that blindness is an ugly spectacle;
I say it’s a trifle when losing sight of you all.

I swear to God, there’s nothing in existence
losing sight of which eyes must need lament.

O oSNEE Gl mod jlaile aall 16
gl o o i s bl ladlg

Al-Ma‘arr1’s life was essentially one dedicated almost exclusively to
learning. If his life may be spoken of as having been eventful or remark-
able, it was so primarily in that sense. With respect to language and
grammar, his education began at his father’s knee but also with others
in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man (s2b (= » 58) such as members of the Kawthar clan
(UisS s, associates of Ibn Khaluwayh, a grammarian brought to the
court of the Hamdanid Prince of Aleppo Sayf al-Dawlah, and the gram-
marian (¢s~1') Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn Sa‘d ibn Muhammad ibn
Yahya ibn al-Faraj. On the authority of his father as well as his grandfa-
ther,* and also on the authority of fellow townsman Yahya ibn Mus‘ar
al-Tantkhi,’' al-Ma‘arrT became a transmitter of ahadith. He learned
the various styles of Qur’an recitation from a number of learned men
(shuyiikh/z s+%) whom he sought out for that art.’? A/-Dhahabi* recorded
that al-Ma‘arrT began to compose and dictate verse when he was eleven
years old.

Between 987/988 and 994/995 of the Common Era, or when he was
between fourteen and twenty-one years of age, Abi al-‘Ala’ accord-
ing to several medieval biographers* continued his studies in Aleppo,
the intellectual life of which must still have been quite remarkable if
not as brilliant and scintillating when the city was the principal seat of
authority for an essentially autonomous principality dominated by the
potentate and patron of the arts and sciences Sayf al-Dawlah (d. 967 CE)
of the Hamdanid dynasty. (The Hamdanids were a Shi‘ite Muslim tribal
grouping, originally nomadic, of northern Iraqi ascent.) It is said that in
Aleppo, Abti al-‘Ala’ studied under the disciples of the grammarian and
Qur’an expert Ibn Khaluwayh, and with the grammarian Muhammad ibn
‘Abd Allah ibn Sa‘d, who was also an expert transmitter (rawi/s'L) of the
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poetry of al-Mutanabbi. Perhaps al-Ma‘arrT accompanied by an amanu-
ensis also made use of Aleppo’s libraries, one of which was supposed to
have contained 20,000 volumes. Al-QiftT* has him going to Tripoli as
well as Latakia and Antioch at some point between 987/8 and 994, this
in order to augment his education. Al-QiftT reports that the people of
means had endowed some libraries in Tripoli and that there stood a mon-
astery (Pharos) (=504 ) at Latakia with a monk who knew something
about the “sciences of the ancients”; from the monk, al-Ma‘arrT “heard
the rudiments of the beliefs of the philosophers.”** The other major clas-
sical biographical sources are at variance over the travels at this point
in al-Ma‘arrT’s life. Al-Dhahabirecords only the trip to Tripoli, whereas
al-Safadt and al-"Abbasirecord the trip to Tripoli and the visit to the mon-
astery at Latakia.’” Ibn al-‘AdTm** makes no mention of the Tripoli and
Latakia sojourns but observes that reports about a trip to Antioch cannot
be true because the city was taken from the Muslims by the Byzantines
by the time al-Ma‘arrT turned twenty-one. (The suggestion seems to be
that political realities, if nothing else, would have made the visit virtually
impossible.)

In 994 CE, Abu al-‘Ala’ was back in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man. From that
year until 1008, he occupied himself with the teaching of philology and
literature. These years were also ones of considerable literary produc-
tivity on his part. Works produced during this period include a number
of letters addressed to several contemporaneous men of letters (udaba’/
(+1l); a collection (i.e., diwdan) of descriptive poetry on armor (entitled
al-Dir'iyyat/=e ,3), most of which are included in the Beirut edition
of Saqt al-Zand); much if not most of Saqt al-Zand, a diwan of poems
of various genres (including particularly poems of lament); and possibly
Mulga al-Sabil/dus Gk (Cast Out on the Road), a very small collection
of short paragraphs interspersed with poetry, touching upon material of a
predictable moral and pietistic nature that al-Ma‘arrT was wont to weave
into his works over the course of his lifetime.

In 1008, Abii al-"‘Ala’ again took leave of Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man. His trav-
els this time took him to Baghdad. He was to stay in the city for approxi-
mately seventeen months. The primary reason for his quitting Ma‘arrat
al-Nu‘man and going to Baghdad was probably a desire to enhance his
literary and philological training and interact in more illustrious circles.
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That all of this may have been, as Margoliouth has suggested, “the prepa-
ration for a lucrative career to which blindness was no obstacle” seems
most plausible.

In the Aghani we read of many blind poets, and indeed of one [‘Alt
ibn Jabalah] whose blindness was brought about by the same mal-
ady which deprived Abu ’1-‘Ala of his sight. The custom of bestow-
ing large sums of money in return for complimentary odes was
inherited by the Caliphs from the pre-Islamic dynasties; and what
the Caliphs did on a large scale was also done by their ministers,
provincial governors, and in general by men of wealth and station
in scarcely less lavish fashion.®

Baghdad at this time was still arguably the intellectual capital of the
entire Islamicate world, the most vibrant place to be for someone inter-
ested in intellectual pursuits, although the “Abbasid Caliph’s authority
and effective control were being frittered away by dynasties compet-
ing for power and authority as well as scientific, literary, and cultural
preeminence. In early eleventh-century CE Baghdad, al-Ma‘arrT would
have found additional well-stocked libraries of the sort that (accord-
ing to some) prompted his earlier travel to Aleppo. At the libraries as
well as organized learned gatherings in homes or mosques or other
public spaces (e.g., at the shops of book dealers or even city gates), he
also would have had the opportunity to interact with many intellectuals
and literary figures of considerable achievement and renown. Notwith-
standing all of these compelling intellectual and career-driven reasons
for leaving Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man and going to Baghdad, it should not be
discounted that al-Ma‘arrT arranged for this relocation with the thought
of escaping the escalating political turmoil in northern Syria. At this
period in its history, northern Syria, and above all Aleppo, had become
the arena for a major armed struggle for supremacy on the part of three
competing ruling entities: to the south the expanding Shi‘ite (Fatimid
persuasion) dynasty centered in Cairo, Egypt; to the north the already
well-established Byzantine Empire, never totally quiescent on it borders
with Syria; and, in between, ensconced primarily in Aleppo, the rem-
nants of the Hamdanids (Shi‘ites but not of Fatimid orientation), who
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seemed determined to maintain a considerable degree of autonomy if not
outright independence. To add to this regional tension and instability, an
eventual fourth participant in the struggle for political and/or religious
dominance in northern Syria—the Mirdasid dynasty (of Syrian Arab
semi-nomadic origin, possibly Shi‘ite but non-Fatimid)—was beginning
to make its presence and agenda felt. Like the Hamdanids, the Mirdasids
seemed to aspire to considerable independence in northern Syria, if not
as well to the promotion of a nascent Syrian-focused Arab nationalism.
As a consequence of all of the conflicting interests and competing dynas-
ties, at the turn of the eleventh century of the Common Era, Aleppo and
its environs including Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man became more and more the
targets of attacks and/or sieges and counter attacks, whether on the part
of Fatimid or Byzantine armed forces and their allies or on the part of
troops pledging loyalty to Hamdanid or Mirdasid potentates.

In the very same letter to his maternal uncle Abu al-Qasim ‘Alf in
which he expresses his grief over hearing of his mother’s death, al-
Ma‘arrT states that after turning twenty, he never had any thoughts about
seeking out learning from either Syrians or Iraqis; it was the presence of
the library in Baghdad that led him to the city (W saall (e (g pall )l Mia
Lo S 1y S Al @l iasl Al g alE Y 5 e (e ale elaialy oadi €3S 40

In the letter from roughly the same time, composed on route from
Baghdad to Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man once he had resolved to return to his
home town, al-Ma‘arrT relates that he did not go to Baghdad in order to
gain materially or to make more acquaintances, but he went in order to
take up residence “in a place of learning”; he found, he said, “the most
precious of spots’/ < i (&5 Jla b elaly ST Y 5 atill e Sl @ jile e Calal
Ol il il alall g dalay) 4

AI-QiftT states that objections raised by officials in Aleppo over an
endowed income of thirty dinars a year—al-Ma‘arrT’s sole source of
income—is what compelled al-Ma‘arrT to go to Baghdad; that is, he went
there specifically in order to raise a complaint concerning said Aleppan
officials.*

Al-QiftT notes® that al-Ma‘arr1 gained fame in Baghdad, particularly
for the recitations of his Saqt al-Zand, and that among others he met with
al-Sharif al-Radt and al-Sharif al-Murtada, the two renowned sons of
Abt Ahmad al-Musawi, nagib/<=% or head of the ‘Alids, that is, those
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supporting the descendants of “AlT as the rightful leader of the Islamic
Commonwealth. He also visited the library that was under the custodian-
ship of ‘Abd al-Salam al-BasrT, a.k.a. al-W3jikah, a savant of note, being
an <3 (adib) or man of letters, a transmitter of ahddith, and a Qur’an
reciter.

Ibn al-‘Adim** adds that al-Ma‘arr1 received instruction from Abi ‘Alf
‘Abd al-Karim ibn al-Husayn ibn al-Hakim al-Sukkari, a linguist and
grammarian; and, although he sought out one ‘Alf ibn ‘Isa al-Raba‘T for
instruction in grammar, he refused to return to him after his first visit.
Al-Raba‘T angered him when he bid him to enter his home with the words
“Let the blind man come in.”

According to Ibn al-‘Adim, another insult was hurled at al-Ma‘arr1
when, on his very first day in Baghdad, he went to pay his condolences
to al-SharTf al-Rad1 and al-Sharif al-Murtada, whose father (Abti Ahmad
al-Miisawi, a.k.a. al-Sharif al-Tahir) had just died. As al-Ma‘arrT1 tried
to make his way through a room crowded with mourners, he stepped on
people, causing someone to yell out, “Where are you going, dog?"/csl
Sl L, After responding with the words “The dog is anyone who does not
know all of the various names for dog”/Lea! 138 5 13X Sl (o a3 Y (4a SI), a]-
Maarri proceeded to take a seat at the very back of the assemblage, until
it came time for the recitation of poetry for the occasion, when he stood
to recite a poem eulogizing Abli Ahmad, after which al-Sharif al-Radt
and al-Sharif al-Murtada showed him great honor and respect, having
surmised his identity.*

Although already the madrasah (plural madaris) (0= ¢ 4 2) or more
formal institution for higher studies was in existence in the Islamic com-
monwealth, especially in Nishabur (Khurasan), this period of time was
slightly before the flourishing of Nizam al-Mulk (1018-1092 CE), the min-
ister of the Seljuk Turkish sultans Alp Arslan and Malik Shah who founded
the madrasah in Baghdad that bears Nizam’s name (the Nizamiyyah; dedi-
cated in 1067 CE), after which other madaris were established and soon
became more commonplace as sites especially reserved and equipped for
maintaining (i.e., boarding) as well providing instruction for students. Oth-
erwise, “the circle, or the school, of a teacher in [this] period . . . must be
understood in an informal sense. The school consisted of a teacher, his
home, books, colleagues, pupils, and occasional visitors. The teacher
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sometimes met with individuals or small groups.” As for scholarly discus-
sions and exchanges among peers, there was the venerable institution of
the majalis (sing. majlis)/osa= ¢dae (meetings or gatherings), arranged
by ministers or princes or scholars themselves. These could take place at
a private residence or royal court. Scholarly discussions were also held in
mosques; in gardens, markets, and commercial shops; at city gates; and
in bookshops, “the most prominent of [the| less conventional academic
forums” in Baghdad and found in great number. Teaching (as opposed to
discussion) consisted of the recitation of texts as well as the teacher’s com-
mentary. Discussions followed a dialectical approach whereby theses and
antitheses were advanced following the statement of an issue of concern or
proposition to be considered (mas alah/Adluws). Study and discussion of the
religious sciences—for example, ahadith—typically occurred in mosques.
Teachers’ homes were sites for subjects such as speculative theology
(kalam/>3S) and study of language and adab.*

Al-Shartf al-Radi (d. 1015 CE), a poet, student of Imami Shi‘ite the-
ology, scholar of the Qur’an, and compiler of Nakj al-Balaghah/Ae z
(The Path of Eloquence, the sayings and speeches of ‘Alf ibn Abt Talib),
organized an “academy,” or house of learning, with a view to promoting
and sponsoring the gathering of the learned. A more illustrious institution
of this sort was established in the Karkh quarter of Baghdad in 993 CE
by Abi Nasr Sabtir ibn Ardashir, minister (wazir/_:)3) to the sultan Baha’
al-Dawlah (ruled from 998 to 1012 CE), in whose family’s hands (i.e., the
Bilyids, the tribal grouping of Shi‘ite Muslims from Daylam on the south-
ern shore of the Caspian Sea) belonged real as opposed to titular power in
Baghdad and the surrounding district of al-‘Iraq during the years 945 to
1055 CE. The minister

dedicated this building to use by men of learning. Among the books
collected, numbering 10,400, there were a hundred copies of the
Qur’an written by Banli Muglah and many autographs of famous
writers. Sabiir also prepared a catalogue of books in the library,
entrusting it to the care of two members of the ‘Alid family and a
Qadt and appointing the Shaykh Abti Bakr Muhammad ibn Miisa
al-KhwarizmT supervisor of the establishment. . . . The Academy of
Sabiir became a rendezvous for men engaged in literary pursuits.*’
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Abii al-‘Ala’ seems to have made use of this great public library-cum-
academy founded by the Biiyid minister Abii Nasr Sabiir ibn Ardashir.
In the letter numbered XIX in Margoliouth’s collection, he addresses one
“Abii Mansir, Custodian of the Academy in Baghdad”/ ) sais (o ) <S5
Aarn alall la o318 %8 He proceeds in the letter to express his longing for “the
Academy” (which incidentally may have been intended more specifically
in the letter for which Margoliouth translates #l=l J)2 as the generic “place
of learning”; see above), for Baghdad, and, last but not least, for the com-
panionship of his correspondent:

Of truth I am fluttering more with anxiety than pleasure, so that
those who would blame me say “Is thy passion for the ‘House of
Learning’ from folly or sound sense?”

My desire for you and the rest of my friends is like that of a ring-
dove, full of learning with nothing to excite it. . . .

Each time the raven says caw! I fancy it is a mounted messenger
from Baghdad. . .. I ask of God’s mercy that we may be brought
together again. . . .#

In a line of verse attributed to al-Ma‘arri by Ibn Khallikan, there
is specific reference to Sabir, A=l )3 and an evening gathering that
included a performance by a songstress, suggesting (if true) that music
and song—and by women—could be part of a convocation (if not indeed
the sole purpose) at a site associated with pursuit of scholarship.*

Abii al-‘Ala’ continued to compose while in Baghdad; principally for
the collection of poems comprising Saqt al-Zand (judging from some
of its eulogies), to a lesser extent for some of his other works, the vast
majority of which, based on what the bio-bibliographical chronicles
report in the way of the chronology of his compositions, were yet to
come. Taking up residence in the city seemed the logical progression in
his quest for learning and scholarly camaraderie during a period in the
history of the Islamic commonwealth especially noted for the pursuit of
knowledge. However, although there is evidence that he was not without
a circle of friends and acquaintances in the great Iraqi metropolis—for
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example, Abt al-Salam al-W3jikah, Ablii Mansiir Muhammad ibn ‘Al1
(a curator at alall ,)Y), al-Sharif al-Radi and al-Sharif al-Murtada, the
distinguished man of letters al-Qad1 al-Tantkhi, a second curator at
Sabiir’s library ("Abd al-Salam al-Basr1), and the grammarian Abt ‘Al1
ibn Furrajah—he left never to return after a stay of approximately six-
teen months.

He writes with considerable ambivalence about his decision to
leave. In a passage of one of his letters, characteristically studded with
proverbs and quotations from other poets, he speaks as though he has
few regrets. There was a surfeit of knowledge in the city, it did not afford
him a truly warm and rewarding reception, and hence it really offered
him “nothing.”

‘Every occasion has its proper formula,” every season its

fruit, every valley its acacia. I found Baghdad ‘like a pie’s wing,’
fair, but carrying nothing.

“Truly Iraq is no home for my people. . . .

So pile the carriage upon some powerful camel. . .

‘It whined for far-off Nakhlah; but I said “Fie for shame!” Trouble
is there; so make for Syria. For Iraq has no people that we love; its

999

people are of proud looks.

... and I found learning at a greater discount at Baghdad than
gravel at the “Aqabah heaps, cheaper than dates at Medinah, more
common than palm-branches in Yemameh, more copious than
water in the ocean. However, there is some obstacle in the way of
every blessing.”!

In the very same letter, however, al-Ma‘arrT adds that

The favor of God is upon all those whom you know in Baghdad;
they treated me with singular courtesy, and spoke well of me in my
absence, and honoured me above my equals and my peers. And
when they learned that I was getting ready to leave them, and,
indeed, on the point of going, they manifested great sorrow and
said many kind words . . . .
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God reward them! If what they did was out of kindness, it was
a great benefit; and if they did it for pretense, still it was an act of
good fellowship; and so I left Baghdad, with my honor still in a ves-
sel that did not leak; not one drop of it had I spilt in quest of either
wealth or learning.*

Of similar gracious attitude toward the people of Baghdad is the closing
to his letter addressing his townsfolk just prior to his arrival at Ma‘arrat
al-Nu‘man after taking leave of Baghdad:

... And may [God] give good recompense to the people of Bagh-
dad, for they praised me more than I deserved, and testified to my
merits before they knew them, and quite seriously offered me their
goods. Albeit they found me not fond of praise, neither eager for
other people’s charity.*

But in verses in Saqt al-Zand that address his “brethren between the
Euphrates and Damascus,” al-Ma‘arr1 speaks of being distanced from
supporters and what little income he had; hence, materially, somewhat
deprived in fact. He also claims to have been “envied” merely because
of his “superiority” (e 48 5 (5 bl any e oan 5 Liady 13 puna Cinnals) 54

His sense that in general he was the object of envy, irrespective of
domicile, was allegedly repeated in the presence of a fellow poet. When
the poet asked him, “What is there to all that is said and related about
you?” ($Saas clic (59 0 Al 13a W), the reply was, “They have envied me
and lied against me™ (e 15235 5as), Envy may have been suspected
in an incident that Margoliouth believed “probably gives us the real rea-
son why Abu ’I-‘Ala left Baghdad; for such a humiliation was so likely to
bring others in its train that it was unsafe for him to remain.”*® Accord-
ing to several traditionally cited sources that Margoliouth undoubtedly
had in mind, while al-Ma‘arrT was in the presence of al-Sharif al-
Murtada one day, on the occasion of a majlis, mention was made of the
poet al-Mutanabbi (d. 965 CE), whom al-Murtada despised but whom
al-Ma‘arrT greatly admired, regarding him as the greatest Arab poet of
the post-Jahili, post-Umayyad eras. Al-Murtada began to detract from
al-Mutanabbi and pursue his faults, to which al-Ma‘arri reacted with
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the words, “Had al-Mutanabbi composed no more than the poem with
the words “You have, O stations of the heart, many stations,” that alone
would have sufficed to demonstrate his superiority.” Upon hearing this,
al-Murtada was so angered that he ordered that al-Ma‘arrT be dragged
away by his feet. Someone else in attendance at the majlis was puzzled,
wondering out loud what may have been the point of the rejoinder to al-
Murtada on the part of al-Ma‘arr1, inasmuch as al-Mutanabbi composed
better poems that al-Ma‘arrT neglected to mention. Al-Murtada answered
the question by saying that al-Ma‘arrT wanted to draw attention to another
line in the al-Mutanabbi poem (which he [al-Murtada] regarded as a per-
sonal insult), namely “And if disparagement of me comes to you from
someone who is flawed, then that is proof that I am perfect.” >

One needs to wonder to what extent this report may have been greatly
embellished if not entirely fabricated. Margoliouth finds it “too circum-
stantial to be fictitious.” One might reasonably counter that it is almost
too outlandish to be true. Even if true, that it was probably “the real
reason why Abt al-‘Ala’ left Baghdad” seems rather implausible. More
likely—the more important point that the incident, even if apocryphal,
seems designed to bring into sharper relief—is the considerable chal-
lenge that al-Ma‘arrT faced in trying to secure patronage or remunera-
tion for teaching and/or declaiming poetry in a large city that had no
shortage of men of extraordinary erudition (literary and otherwise), as
al-Ma‘arrT himself conceded. At the same time, although Ma‘arrat al-
Nu‘man was subject to certain troubling vicissitudes, particularly strife
as a result of the armed conflicts resulting from dynasties competing for
suzerainty over northern Syria (with one of the combatants representing
non-Muslim rule), Baghdad was hardly immune from its own troubles
because of (1) Shi‘ite-Sunni sectarian rivalries that often erupted into
riots, (2) revolts on the part of recalcitrant and ambitious Turkish chief-
tains among the soldiery, and (3) urban gangs that engaged in banditry
and thuggery. Baghdad at this time was already an enormous city. The
urban unrest and turmoil there, and the resulting uncertainty that they
imparted to life, would have been on an even larger scale than whatever
in the way of similar such challenges may have been afoot in Ma‘arrat al-
Nu‘man. As for the other reasons traditionally mentioned to explain Abu
al-"‘Ala’’s leaving Baghdad, these include the news of his mother’s having
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fallen seriously ill (in point of fact, she died before he made it back to
Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man) and the disappearance of a small family estate that
had been deposited for him in his country of birth.

The decision to leave Baghdad, writes al-Ma‘arri, was coupled with
the resolve to remain isolated for the remainder of his life:

Being unable then to remain in the spot I had chosen, I decided
upon isolation such as should make me like an antelope in its lair,
and should completely cut me off from mankind, except, indeed,
those with whom God should join me as the arm is joined to the
hand, or night to morrow.*

Such course of action was not determined precipitously, according to
al-Ma‘arri, whose own account here certainly merits our regard before
taking into consideration the speculation of others:

I have found the best course for me to pursue in the days of my life
is to go into retreat. . . . So I decided upon this course after asking
God’s help, and revealing my idea to a few friends on whose char-
acters reliance could be placed, all of whom thought it was wise,
and considered it could be carried out with prudence. And it is a
matter “over which night-journeys have been undertaken. . . .” It is
no offspring of the hour, no nursling of a month or a year; it is the
child of past years and the product of reflection.”

According to the classical biographers, from the date of his return to
Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man in 1010 CE until his death forty-seven years later in
1057, Abii al-‘Ala’, true to his own word, scarcely ventured beyond his
home, let alone the town; although he was hardly the total recluse that
some of his letters make him out to be. The very composition of the let-
ters alone belies this. The letters were addressed to specific individuals.
The collection translated by Margoliouth is but a small part of a collec-
tion made by al-Ma‘arrT himself, “the lowest estimate [of which] would
give us a work of 3,200 pages.”®

Among the specific individuals addressed in the extant letters is Abu
al-Qasim al-Husayn, a notable son of an even more notable father ("‘Alt
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ibn al-Husayn al-Maghribi). Abt al-Qasim (a.k.a al-wazir al-maghribi,
the North African minister) was a student of Ibn al-Qarih, to whom al-
Ma‘arri’s Epistle of Forgiveness/o) il Al ) was addressed. He enjoyed
the patronage of Abii Ghalib Fakhr al-Mulk (appointed ‘amid al-juyiish—
head of the armies—under the Biiyid Prince Baha’ al-Dawlah [ruled
998-1012 CE], and as such was responsible not only for oversight of the
armies but also the day-to-day administration of Baghdad). By 1023,
Abi al-Qasim al-wazir al-maghribi was minister to Buyid prince Mush-
arrif al-Dawlah (ruled as amir of Baghdad 415-16 1E; 1024-25 CE), on
the way to that post also having become secretary(katib/<5\S) to Qirwash,
the “Uqaylid Arab leader whom the “Abbasid caliph al-Qadir (ruled 991—
1031 CE) officially granted possession of Mosul (entailing among other
things revenue farming of the city).

In one of his rare poems of praise (madh/z; in Saqt al-Zand; poem in
the thyme dimamu/4<x)), al-Ma‘arrT praised the father of Abi al-Qasim
(“Al1 ibn al-Husayn al-Maghribi) for his military skill and prowess. “Al1
ibn al-Husayn al-Maghribi was a confidante of the Hamdanid ruler of
northern Syria Sa‘d al-Dawlah (ruled 967-991 CE), and, for a brief period,
his minister before becoming minister to Bakjiir, the Caucasian mamliik
army general in the employ of the Hamdanids but who revolted against
Sa‘d al-Dawlah from his base at Raqqah, with the approval of the Fatimid
imam-caliph in Cairo (al-‘Aziz) (although the revolt was at the instigation
of “Alf ibn al-Husayn al-Maghrib1). Bakjiir was thwarted in an attempt
to seize control of Aleppo (circa 990 CE) and captured and executed
at the orders of Sa‘d al-Dawlah, shortly after which ‘Al ibn al-Husayn
al-Maghribf fled to Kufa and later to al-‘Aziz’s court in Cairo to become
the imam-caliph’s chancellor-secretary (katib). In this capacity as well as
his having been appointed mudabbir al-jaysh/ i)l »x (organizer of the
army), the redoubtable ‘Al ibn al-Husayn al-MaghribT managed to have
the imam-caliph appoint the Fatimid-approved governor of Damascus,
the Turkish mamliik Banjutakin, amir al-juyiish/ i s>V sl (commander
of the armies), in preparation for an expedition against Aleppo (991 CE)
with the view to bringing northern Syria as well as southern Syria under
the suzerainty of the Fatimids in Cairo. (‘Alf was recalled from northern
Syria by al-‘Aziz after the initial expedition against Aleppo failed to con-
quer the city and led to several additional failed expeditions between 991
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and 994 CE. He was executed circa 1009—10 CE by order of the Fatimid
imam-caliph al-Hakim [ruled 996—-1021 CE], at which point the son Abii
al-Qasim al-Husayn sought refuge in Arabia; from there, before finding
the patronage of Fakhr al-Mulk in Baghdad, he endeavored to support an
attempt to overthrow al-Hakim.)

The “Sultan” in al-Ma‘arrT’s letter that is addressed to “some of the
Sultan’s ministers™' is according to Margoliouth “probably” ‘Aziz
al-Dawlah. The letter to Abti Mansir is to the custodian of Abti Nasr
Sabiir’s “Academy” in Baghdad (the site of which would have been
Sabtr’s home).”

The letter to Abii Nasr Sadagah ibn Yusuf al-Fallah1® was written
within the context of al-Fallahi’s trying to bring al-Ma‘arrT closer to the
amir ‘Aziz al-Dawlah, al-Hakim’s governor in Aleppo. In Saqt al-Zand
al-Ma‘arrT has verses in praise of Banjutakin and ‘Alf ibn al-Husayn al-
Maghribi (see for the former the poem with rthyme himyaru/ =~ and for
the latter the poem with thyme wisalu/Ju=; both discussed in detail by
Pieter Smoor®). In the same collection of poems are verses of praise to
Abti Ahmad ‘Abd al-Salam al-Basri (who was a custodian of Dar al-
Kutub [the Library] in Baghdad; see poem with rhyme arbu'i/z.l); to Aba
Mansiir, custodian of Sabiir’s Academy library (see poem with rhyme
al-khattu/L3); and to Abii al-Qasim °‘Alf ibn al-Muhassin al-Taniikhi
(see poem with rhyme bi-takrita/<u S%), the son of the noted author of
Nishwar al-Muhadarah wa Akhbar al-Mudhakarah (Jeal 55 ysalad) ) s
581341, the HanafT Judge (=) Abi ‘Al al-Muhassin ibn ‘AlL.%

According to Ibn al-‘Adim,* Abt Shuja“ Fatik ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Riimf,
a.k.a. ‘Aziz al-Dawlah, Banjiitakin’s emancipated Armenian slave who
ruled the Citadel of Aleppo (with Fatimd caliph-imam al-Hakim’s inves-
titure), and eventually all of Aleppo and surrounding districts by dint of
his own resolve and wiles (until 413 1E [1021-22 CE], when he was assas-
sinated by one of his slave guards), “had a high regard for [al-Ma‘arri]
and used to accede to his intercession. He even visited him in Ma‘arrat al-
Nu‘man.” Much of al-Ma‘arr1’s Epistle of the Horse and the Mule touches
upon issues and events during the rule of amir ‘Aziz al-Dawlah, and
the work was dedicated to the amir with a view to petitioning him with
respect to a matter of taxes involving al-Ma‘arrT and some of his family.”’
“Abt al-‘Ala’ must have been acquainted with life at [‘Aziz al-Dawlah’s]
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