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ChAPTER ONE

TheMan
ABibliographicalSketch 
ofAbūal-‛Alā’al-Ma‛arrī1

Abūal-‛Alā’al-Ma‛arrī/أبو العلاء المعريwasbornin973CommonEra(363
IslamicEra)inthesmallSyriantownofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān(معرة النعمان),
fromwhichisderivedhislaqab(لقب)oragnomen.Thetownissituated
innorthernSyriaabout20milessouthofthecityofAleppo.Itliesina
semiaridregionthatisdevoidofrunningwater,althoughwiththeaidof
cisternsandwells thepopulationhas longbeenable to sustaina fairly
bountifulagricultureconsistingofvineyards,orchards(olives,pistachios,
almonds),andfieldsofwheatandbarley.Writinginthefifthcenturyof
theIslamicEra,thePersianpoet,philosopher,andtravelerNāṣir-iKhus-
raw(ناصر خسرو),passingthroughMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānonatriptheprin-
cipaldestinationsofwhichwereMeccaandCairo,couldwriteofhaving
seenthetown’sproductiveagricultureaswellasflourishingbazaars:
ايشان همه گندمست وبسياراست ودرخت . وكشاورزي   .  . ديدم  او بسيار معمور  وبزارهاي 

انجير وزيتون وبشته وبادام وانگور فراوان است.2
IntheseventhcenturyoftheIslamicEra(hereafterIE),theAndalu-

siantravelerandgeographerIbnJubayrspeaksofthetownhavingarable
land(سواد)devotedentirelytoolive,fig,andpistachiotrees,addingthat
heregardedMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānas“oneofGod’smostfertileandpro-
ductivelands”(ًوهي من أخصب بلاد الله وأكثرها أرزاقا).“Itisasmall,lovelycity
mostofwhose treesarepistachioandfig” شجرها) أكثر  مدينة صغيرة   المعرة 
والفستق ,(التين  wrote the eighth-century (IE) Moroccan geographer Ibn
Baṭṭūṭah/ابن بطوطةuponhisvisit.3
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4  ChAPTER ONE

Ma‛arrat al-Nu‛mān lies at strategic crossroads runningbothnorth
andsouthandeastandwest.TothesouthliethecitiesofḤamāh( حماة ), 
Ḥimṣ( حمص ),and,finally,Damascus.TheroadnorthleadstoAntakya
(Antioch)and İskenderun inpresent-dayTurkey الإسكندرونة) and  أنطاكية
respectively in the Arabic). To the west lies Latakia (اللاذقية) on the
Mediterranean, and to the east, the upper reaches of the Euphrates,
which allow for riparian access to the heartlands of Iraq, including
mostnotablyBaghdad.Inal-Ma‛arrī’stime,theareastretchingonthe
south-to-northaxisfromḤamāhthroughMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānandonto
Aleppowasregardedasthelocusforthefrontiermetropolitanstrong-
holds ( العواصم ),thefirstlineofdefenseagainstByzantineChristianirre-
dentismdirectedagainstSyriabothasavaluablepossessioninandof
itselfandasanavenueofaccesstoevenmorevaluableterritoriesofthe
Islamiccommonwealth to thesouth(e.g.,PalestineandEgypt).These
frontierstrongholdswerealsosteppingstonesforcounteroffensivesby
organizedMuslimarmedforces.Atthesametime,inwhatamountedto
a tripartitegeopoliticaldismembermentofSyriabyrivals, theexpan-
sionist Ismā‛īlīShī‛ī (Fāṭimidpersuasion) imām-caliphs inCairo,and
the semiautonomousḤamdānid/حمداني princes (whowere Shī‛ites but
non-Fāṭimid,i.e.,probablyIthnā‛asharī)centeredinAleppo,wereactive
in promoting and protecting their own dynastic interests in the area.
For the Fāṭimid imām-caliphs, this meant especially the attempt to
establishsuzeraintyoverDamascusifnotareastothenorthaswell;for
theḤāmdānids,thismeantcontrolofAleppoifnotaswellḤamāhand
ḤimṣandbyextensionMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān(administrativelyregarded
asfallingunderthesuzeraintyofḤimṣorḤamāhthelatterofwhichin
turnwassubjecttotheoversightofAleppo).4Addedtothismixofrival-
rieswere(1)thegrowingpoliticalambitionsoftheBanūKilāb/بنو كلاب, 
ArabbedouinswhohadmigratedtonorthernSyriafromtheNajdinthe
Arabianpeninsula(eventuallytoestablishtheirowndynastycentered
inAleppo),and(2)theambitionsofoneoranotherslavepage( غلام ) or 
slave soldier ( مملوك )andthetroopsattheirdisposal,whowereofdiverse
ethnicbackgrounds (e.g.,Turkish,Kurdish,andDaylamī)withdecid-
edlyfluidloyalties.

Allof these factorsgaveMa‛arrat al-Nu‛mān in the tenthandelev-
enth centuries of the Common Era a geopolitical importance most
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ThE MAN  5

disproportionatetothetown’ssize,animportancethatwasarguablyits
mostremarkablefeature.ItlayinthewayoftheapproachtoAleppoby
invadingforcesmovingonthecityfromsouthtonorthandinthewayof
theapproachtoDamascusbyinvadingforcesmovingonthecityfrom
north to south.Ma‛arrat al-Nu‛mānwascloseenough toAleppo tobe
consideredkeytoitsdefense.Severalarmedexpeditionsoftheperiod,
whetheronbehalfofamajororminordynastyorastrongmanwithhis
ownnarrowerinterestsatheart, laidsiegetothetownwiththeaimof
takingitoverpermanentlyoroccupyingitmerelyasatemporarybase
fromwhichtoregroupinthemidstofwiderconflicts.(Specificexamples
ofbothcases,aswellasthelarger,morecomprehensivepoliticalpicture
ofwhichtheywereapart,willbegiveninchapter2ofthisstudy.)

Inversesinhisdīwān(collection)ofpoetryentitledSaqṭ al- Zand(سقط 
probablyinspiredwhileawayfrom,(The Spark of the Fire Drill)(الزند
Ma‛arratal-Nu‛mānduringhis trip toBaghdad(undertaken inhis late
twenties),al-Ma‛arrīcouldspeaklonginglyofhishomelandandparticu-
larly“thewaterofMa‛arrah[al-Nu‛mān].”5Around400(IE),inoneof
hismanypersonallettersorepistles(الرسائل)thathavebeenpreserved,he
voweduponhisreturnfromBaghdad“toremaininthecity[ofMa‛arrat
al-Nu‛mān] even though the inhabitants have fled through fear of the
Greeks.”6

Inotherletters,however—thesecomingfromMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān—al-
Ma‛arrīwritescausticallythat

Ma‛arrah[al-Nu‛mān]islikethetwomonthscalledSpring,which
originallywereatthebeginningoftheyear,butafterwordshifted
tothemiddle,andtwootherscalledFrost,whichfromthedaysof
frozenwaterhaveshiftedtothoseofwindlessheat....Andwere
it not thatdust and stonesareunable to assume thecharacterof
theirneighbour,thesquaresofMa‛arrahwouldbynowbedevoted
tolearning,andthesuppliesofeloquencewouldbedrawnfromits
inhabitants.7

WereitnotfortheḲāḍiAbuJa‛far[أبو جعفر]his[thereference
istooneAbūal-ḤasanMuḥammad/أبو الحسن محمد]visittothiscity
wouldbelikethevulture,whoisakingandchieftainamongbirds,
andfromwhoselimbsthereissuesamusk-likeodour,fallingona
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6  ChAPTER ONE

foulcarcass.ThisissuchanepithetasmaybeappliedtoMa‛arrah,
whichistheoppositeoftheParadisedescribedbytheKoran....
Herveryname“mischief”isominous;Godsaveusfromit!The
water-coursesareblockedup,andthesurfaceofitsmouldinsum-
merisdry.Ithasnoflowingwater,andnoraretreescanbeplanted
there.8

ThenIwasbroughtupinacitywhichcontainsnoscholars,and
thevinecannotgrowwithouttrellis-worktoclingto.9

According to the thirteenth-century (CE) chronicler al-Qifṭī/القفطي, al- 
Ma‛arrībemoanedtohisstudentsthattheaffluentinMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān
weresomiserlythattheywouldnotprovideforthestudentsstudyingunder
hissupervision,hehimselfnothavingthemeansforthis.10

MostofthefamiliesofMa‛arratal-Nu‛māninal-Ma‛arrī’stimewere
oftheBanūSāṭi‛(بنو الساطع)divisionoftheTanūkh(تنوخ)tribalconfedera-
tion,houseofSulaymān.OriginallyofsouthArabianorigin,theTanūkh
eventuallymigratedtoal-Ḥīrah(الحيرة)insouthcentralIraq(“theywere
thefirsttobuilditandlivetherein”accordingtothethirteenth-century
[CE]biographerandhistorianابن العديم/Ibnal-‛Adīm11),where,however,
theyweresoonengagedinwarbytheSassanianPersiansandforcedto
movetocentralMesopotamia,thatis,theSawād(السواد).Here,too,the
Tanūkhwerenotfreefromwarsandarmedskirmishesinitiatedbythe
kingsofPersia,althoughtheymanagedtoestablisheffectivehegemony
over, and flourish in, al-Ḥaḍr ,(الحضر) a small city in the vicinity of
Takrīt(تكريت).WhentheyalliedthemselveswiththeByzantineemperor
الروم) ,athisrequest,(ملك  inresponsetoPersianattacksonhisterrito-
ries, andwhen furthermore theyprovided the emperorwith effective
armies inconfrontingthePersians, theywererewardedwith—among
otherthings(includingmonetaryremuneration)—“afeudalestatecon-
sistingofSyriaandthesurroundinglands,upto[theareaof]al-Jazīrah”
al-Jazīrahinthisinstancereferringtotheuplandsandplains)12(الجزيرة)
of northwestern Iraq, northeastern Syria, and southeasternAnatolia).
They moved on to northern Syria (e.g., Qinnasrīn ;[قنسرين] Ḥamāh;
Ma‛arratal-Nu‛mān)intheearlyIslamicErawhileadvancingwiththe
forces of ‛UbaydAllāh ibn al-Jarrāḥ/الجراح بن  الله  this—عبيد  according
to Ibn al-‛Adīm.Shortly thereafter, someof the confederation,which
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at that time was Christian (‛alā dīn al-naṣrāniyyah/النصرانية دين  ,(على 
agreed,albeitnotwithoutprotestations,topaythelandtax(al-kharāj/
asopposedtothepollorcapital(الخراج tax(al-jizyah/الجزية), thelatter
beingthemarkofnon-MuslimsubjectslivingunderIslamicrule.These
membersoftheTanūkhtribalconfederationsettledinfixedhomes;that
is, theybecamesedentary.TheancestorsofAbūal-‛Alā’wereamong
thisgroup.SomeembracedIslam.OthersmovedontoByzantine-ruled
territories,takingtheirChristianfaithwiththem.

Once settled inMa‛arrat al-Nu‛mān, theHouse of Sulaymān of the
Tanūkhconfederationprovidedmostofthejudges(قضاة)ofthetownright
upuntilthetimeoftheCrusaders’attackonandoccupationofit(492IE;
1099CE),aspanofmorethan200years.Thejudgeswereoftenamong
thetown’snotablemenoflearning,alearningthatincludedpoetryand
belle-lettres(adab/أدب).ItwaseitherAbūal-ḤasanSulaymānibnAḥmad
ibnSulaymānibnDa’ūdibnal-Muṭahharwhowasthefirstofthehouseto
assumethejudgeshipofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān—هوأول من تولى منهم قضاء معرة 
orhisson,al-Ma‛arrī’sgreatgrandfatherAbūBakrMuḥammad—النعمان
ibnSulaymānibnAḥmad.13Thiswouldhavebeenaround290IE.Abū
BakrhasbeendescribedasagenerousandbeneficentheadoftheTanūkh
inwhomcouldbefoundhonorabledistinctionforthosewhosoughtit.14 
Hewasalsoapoet.15Hisson,grandfatherofAbūal-‛Alā’,Abūal-Ḥasan
Sulaymān ibn Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān ibn Aḥmad, became judge
(qāḍī/قاض)ofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānonoraround331of the IslamicEra.
Soonthereafter,hebecamejudgeofḤimṣaswell.He,too,wasapoet;and
aneloquentmanoflearningandrefinementwhowasatransmitterofnar-
rativereports(aḥādīth/أحاديث)abouttheProphetMuḥammad.HissonAbū
Muḥammad‛AbdAllāhandhisgrandchildrenAbūal-‛Alā’andAbūṢāliḥ
Muḥammad Ibn al-Muhadhdhab—among others—transmitted aḥādīth 
onhisauthority.HediedinḤimṣin377IE(988CE).

At this point in time,Abū al-‛Alā’s father,AbūMuḥammad ‛Abd
Allāh ibn Sulaymān ibn Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān ibn Aḥmad ibn
Sulaymān,becamejudgeofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān.Likehisfatherbefore
him,healsocomposedverseandwasnotedforhisoverallliteraryand
culturalrefinementaswellasexpertiseasascholarofaḥādīth.Asanew
fieldofscholarlyexpertiseinthefamily,languagestudyisalsoassoci-
atedwithhisname.16
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8  ChAPTER ONE

Al-Ma‛arrī’sfatherhadthreesons:theeldest,Abūal-MajdMuḥam-
mad ibn ‛Abd Allāh; Abū al-‛Alā’, close to Abū al-Majd in age; and
Abūal-Haytham‛Abdal-Wāḥidibn‛AbdAllāh, theyoungest.Abūal-
HaythamwasapoetwithadīwānreportedlytransmittedtohissonZayd
ibn‛AbdAllāhbyAbūal-‛Alā’.AbrothertoZayd,Munāfir,putdownin
writingsomeofwhatAbūal-‛Alā’composed.

Abūal-MajdMuḥammadwasalsoapoetwithadīwāntohiscredit.
Hehadtwosons,AbūMuḥammad‛AbdAllāhibnMuḥammadibn‛Abd
Allāh ibn Sulaymān andAbū al-Ḥasan ‛Alī ibnMuḥammad ibn ‛Abd
AllāhibnSulaymān,bothofwhombecamejudgesinMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān.
AbūMuḥammad‛AbdAllāh,likehiscousinMunāfir,alsowrotedown
someofAbūal-‛Alā’’scompositionsandpersonallylookedafterhim.In
additiontobeingjudgeofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān,apoet,andanauthorof
epistles,hedeliveredsermonsforthecongregationalprayersontheMus-
limsabbathandoversawtheadministrationofreligiousendowments(وله 
17.(ديوان شعر ورسائل حسنة وتولى القضاء بمعرة النعمان وخطاباتها والوقوف بها

HissonAbūMuslimal-Wādhi‛ الواذع) مسلم  (أبو  (thenameandagno-
menwerechosenbyAbūal-‛Alā’,hisfather’suncle)wasnotonlyjudge
ofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānimmediatelyafterhim,butalsoreportedlyafine
poet, theauthorofbeautifulepistles,andoverallalearnedandrefined
man.Moreover,ithasbeenrecordedthathewastheprincipalleaderand
elderofMa‛arratal-Nu‛māntowhomgeneraloversightorgeneralsuper-
intendenceofaffairswasentrusted.18

Theabove-mentionedfamilymembersmaynothaveconstitutedthe
trellisuponwhichal-Ma‛arrīhopedtogrowhislearning,atrellisthathe
allegedwaslackinginMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān;butsurelytheywouldhave
allowedhimanestimablestakeforstarters.

Al-Ma‛arrī’smotherwasof thehouseofSabīkah,andhismaternal
grandfatherwasfromAleppo(accordingtoIbnal-‛Adīm,themostcom-
prehensiveof themedieval chroniclers).19Little else abouther andher
familycanbegleanedfromthemedievalchronicles,althoughal-Ma‛arrī
wroteletterstoherbrotherAbūal-Qāsim‛AlīibnSabīkahinAleppoon
atleastfouroccasionsthathavebeendocumented,20oneofwhich21 was 
promptedbythedeathofabrotherinDamascus(whoismentionedby
name:AbūṬāhir),andanotherofwhich22 waspromptedwhenAbūal-
‛Alā’learnedofhismother’sdeathonhisreturntoMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān
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fromBaghdad (400 IE/1010CE).The letterpromptedbyhismother’s
death,oneofhisshorterandmoreaccessiblepiecesofepistolaryprose,
isanexpressionofason’sgriefandsorrowalbeitcoupledwitharesolve
nottooverindulgeinemotions.

Icanhope fornogoodafterherdeath,norcan Idoanythingbut
plungedeeperandfurtherintomisery....Wereitnotthatthedeath
daysarefixed inwriting,gladlyshould Ihavebeenkilled forher
sakeincoldblood!HowbeitItellherthatIwasbentontraveling,
andthatIwasfullyintentthereon,andshegavemeleave.Maybe
shethoughtitanidlefancy,thelightningofacloudwithoutwater!
However“thetermofeachisfixedinwriting,”andmygriefoverher
lossislikethepleasuresofParadise,whicharerenewedsooftasthey
areconsumed,andtodilatethereonwouldwearythehearerandbe
wasteoftime.23

InoneshortpoeminSaqṭ al- Zand,24themother’sdeathisalsolamented
inmoreelusiveandellipticalverse,notwithstandingthestraightforward
catharticline“MymotherhasbeensummonedbyGod;wouldthatIhad
beensummonedbeforeher,evenifthewarmmiddaysweretobecome
laterafternoons”/(دعا الله أماً ليت أني أمامها / دعُيت ولو أنّ الهواجر آصال).Another
(long)poem25expressessimilarsentiments:“Amotherhasgonebefore
metothegrave;itsorrowsmethatshehasdepartedbeforeIhave”(وأمّتني 
Alongpoemeulogizingthefatherisalso.(الأجداث أم / يعز علىّ أن سارت أمامي
amongthepoemsofSaqṭ al-Zand.26

Whennotyetfouryearsold,Abūal-‛Alā’wasstrickenwithsmallpox.
Thislefthimwithnoticeablescarsonhisface,completelyblindinhisleft
eye,andalmostcompletelyblindinhisrighteye.Itisdoubtfulthathewas
evercapableofseeingwellenoughtoread.Inoneofhisletters,27hespeaks
franklyofthelimitationsimposeduponhimbyhislossofsight:“Howis
itpossibleformetobelearnedwhenIamblind,—amisfortunewhichit
issufficienttoname?”AccordingtoSibṭibnal-Jawzī,hereferredtohis
blindnessasoneofhis“prisonhouses,”theotherbeingself-imposedseclu-
sioninhishome.28However,heisalsoreportedtohavedefiantlypraised
Godforthelossofhiseyesight“thewayotherspraiseHimforhavingit”/أنا 
:remarkingadditionally,أحمد الله تعالى على العمى كما يحمده غيري على البصر
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Peoplesaythatblindnessisanuglyspectacle;
Isayit’satriflewhenlosingsightofyouall.

IsweartoGod,there’snothinginexistence
losingsightofwhicheyesmustneedlament.

قالوا  العمى منظر قبيـح      قلت   بفقدانكم    يهون 
تأسى على فقده العيون29 والله ما في الوجود شيء 

Al-Ma‛arrī’slifewasessentiallyonededicatedalmostexclusivelyto
learning.Ifhislifemaybespokenofashavingbeeneventfulorremark-
able, itwas soprimarily in that sense.With respect to languageand
grammar,hiseducationbeganathisfather’skneebutalsowithothers
inMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān(قوم من بلده)suchasmembersoftheKawtharclan
كوثر) associatesof,(بنو  IbnKhaluwayh,agrammarianbrought to the
courtoftheḤamdānidPrinceofAleppoSayfal-Dawlah,andthegram-
marian AbūBakrMuḥammad(النحوي) ibnSa‛ūd ibnMuḥammad ibn
Yaḥyāibnal-Faraj.Ontheauthorityofhisfatheraswellashisgrandfa-
ther,30andalsoontheauthorityoffellowtownsmanYaḥyāibnMus‛ar
al-Tanūkhī,31 al-Ma‛arrī became a transmitter ofaḥādīth.He learned
thevariousstylesofQur’ānrecitationfromanumberoflearnedmen
(shuyūkh/شيوخ)whomhesoughtoutforthatart.32 Al- Dhahabī33recorded
thatal-Ma‛arrībegantocomposeanddictateversewhenhewaseleven
years old.

Between987/988and994/995oftheCommonEra,orwhenhewas
between fourteen and twenty-one years of age, Abū al-‛Alā’ accord-
ing to severalmedievalbiographers34 continuedhis studies inAleppo,
the intellectual life ofwhichmust still have been quite remarkable if
notasbrilliantandscintillatingwhenthecitywastheprincipalseatof
authority for an essentially autonomousprincipality dominatedby the
potentateandpatronoftheartsandsciencesSayfal-Dawlah(d.967CE)
oftheḤamdāniddynasty.(TheḤamdānidswereaShī‛iteMuslimtribal
grouping,originallynomadic,ofnorthernIraqiascent.)Itissaidthatin
Aleppo,Abūal-‛Alā’studiedunderthedisciplesofthegrammarianand
Qur’ānexpertIbnKhaluwayh,andwiththegrammarianMuḥammadibn
‛AbdAllāhibnSa‛d,whowasalsoanexperttransmitter(rāwī /راو)ofthe
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poetryofal-Mutanabbī.Perhapsal-Ma‛arrīaccompaniedbyanamanu-
ensisalsomadeuseofAleppo’slibraries,oneofwhichwassupposedto
havecontained20,000volumes.Al-Qifṭī35hashimgoing toTripolias
wellasLatakiaandAntiochatsomepointbetween987/8and994,this
in order to augment his education.Al-Qifṭī reports that the people of
meanshadendowedsomelibrariesinTripoliandthattherestoodamon-
astery(Pharos)(دير الفاروس)atLatakiawithamonkwhoknewsomething
aboutthe“sciencesoftheancients”;fromthemonk,al-Ma‛arrī“heard
therudimentsofthebeliefsofthephilosophers.”36Theothermajorclas-
sicalbiographical sourcesareatvarianceover the travelsat thispoint
inal-Ma‛arrī’slife.Al-Dhahabī recordsonlythetriptoTripoli,whereas
al-Ṣafadīandal-‛Abbāsī recordthetriptoTripoliandthevisittothemon-
asteryatLatakia.37Ibnal-‛Adīm38makesnomentionoftheTripoliand
LatakiasojournsbutobservesthatreportsaboutatriptoAntiochcannot
betruebecausethecitywastakenfromtheMuslimsbytheByzantines
bythetimeal-Ma‛arrīturnedtwenty-one.(Thesuggestionseemstobe
thatpoliticalrealities,ifnothingelse,wouldhavemadethevisitvirtually
impossible.)

In994CE,Abūal-‛Alā’wasbackinMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān.Fromthat
yearuntil1008,heoccupiedhimselfwiththeteachingofphilologyand
literature.Theseyearswerealsoonesof considerable literaryproduc-
tivityonhispart.Worksproducedduringthisperiodincludeanumber
oflettersaddressedtoseveralcontemporaneousmenofletters(udabā’/
acollection(i.e.,dīwān)ofdescriptivepoetryonarmor(entitled;(أدباء)
al-Dir‛iyyāt/الدرعيات),mostofwhichare included in theBeirut edition
ofSaqṭ al- Zand);muchifnotmostofSaqṭ al- Zand, a dīwānofpoems
ofvariousgenres(includingparticularlypoemsoflament);andpossibly
Mulqā al-Sabīl/ملقى السبيل(Cast Out on the Road),averysmallcollection
ofshortparagraphsinterspersedwithpoetry,touchinguponmaterialofa
predictablemoralandpietisticnaturethatal-Ma‛arrīwaswonttoweave
intohisworksoverthecourseofhislifetime.

In1008,Abūal-‛Alā’againtookleaveofMa‛arratal-Nu‛mān.Histrav-
elsthistimetookhimtoBaghdad.Hewastostayinthecityforapproxi-
matelyseventeenmonths.TheprimaryreasonforhisquittingMa‛arrat
al-Nu‛mānandgoingtoBaghdadwasprobablyadesiretoenhancehis
literaryandphilologicaltrainingandinteractinmoreillustriouscircles.
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Thatallofthismayhavebeen,asMargoliouthhassuggested,“theprepa-
rationforalucrativecareertowhichblindnesswasnoobstacle”seems
mostplausible.

IntheAghaniwereadofmanyblindpoets,andindeedofone[‛Alī
ibnJabalah]whoseblindnesswasbroughtaboutbythesamemal-
adywhichdeprivedAbu’l-‛Alāofhissight.Thecustomofbestow-
ing large sums ofmoney in return for complimentary odeswas
inheritedbytheCaliphsfromthepre-Islamicdynasties;andwhat
theCaliphsdidonalargescalewasalsodonebytheirministers,
provincialgovernors,andingeneralbymenofwealthandstation
inscarcelylesslavishfashion.39

Baghdadatthistimewasstillarguablytheintellectualcapitalofthe
entireIslamicateworld,themostvibrantplacetobeforsomeoneinter-
ested in intellectual pursuits, although the ‛AbbāsidCaliph’s authority
and effective control were being frittered away by dynasties compet-
ing forpower andauthority aswell as scientific, literary, andcultural
preeminence.Inearlyeleventh-centuryCEBaghdad,al-Ma‛arrīwould
have found additional well-stocked libraries of the sort that (accord-
ing to some)promptedhis earlier travel toAleppo.At the libraries as
well as organized learned gatherings in homes or mosques or other
publicspaces(e.g.,at theshopsofbookdealersorevencitygates),he
alsowouldhavehadtheopportunitytointeractwithmanyintellectuals
andliteraryfiguresofconsiderableachievementandrenown.Notwith-
standingallof thesecompelling intellectualandcareer-driven reasons
forleavingMa‛arratal-Nu‛mānandgoingtoBaghdad,itshouldnotbe
discountedthatal-Ma‛arrīarrangedforthisrelocationwiththethought
of escaping the escalating political turmoil in northern Syria. At this
periodinitshistory,northernSyria,andaboveallAleppo,hadbecome
thearenaforamajorarmedstruggleforsupremacyonthepartofthree
competing ruling entities: to the south the expandingShī‛ite (Fāṭimid
persuasion)dynastycentered inCairo,Egypt; to thenorth thealready
well-establishedByzantineEmpire,nevertotallyquiescentonitborders
withSyria;and, inbetween,ensconcedprimarily inAleppo, the rem-
nants of theḤamdānids (Shī‛ites but not of Fāṭimid orientation),who
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seemeddeterminedtomaintainaconsiderabledegreeofautonomyifnot
outrightindependence.Toaddtothisregionaltensionandinstability,an
eventualfourthparticipant inthestruggleforpoliticaland/orreligious
dominance in northern Syria—theMirdāsid dynasty (of Syrian Arab
semi-nomadicorigin,possiblyShī‛itebutnon-Fāṭimid)—wasbeginning
tomakeitspresenceandagendafelt.LiketheḤamdānids,theMirdāsids
seemedtoaspiretoconsiderableindependenceinnorthernSyria,ifnot
aswelltothepromotionofanascentSyrian-focusedArabnationalism.
Asaconsequenceofalloftheconflictinginterestsandcompetingdynas-
ties,attheturnoftheeleventhcenturyoftheCommonEra,Aleppoand
its environs includingMa‛arrat al-Nu‛mānbecamemore andmore the
targetsofattacksand/orsiegesandcounterattacks,whetheronthepart
ofFāṭimidorByzantinearmedforcesandtheiralliesoronthepartof
troopspledgingloyaltytoḤamdānidorMirdāsidpotentates.

In thevery same letter tohismaternal uncleAbūal-Qāsim ‛Alī in
which he expresses his grief over hearing of his mother’s death, al-
Ma‛arrīstatesthatafterturningtwenty,heneverhadanythoughtsabout
seekingoutlearningfromeitherSyriansorIraqis;itwasthepresenceof
thelibraryinBaghdadthatledhimtothecity(ومنذ فارقت العشرين من العمر ما 
40.(حدثّت نفسي باجتداء علم من عراقي ولا شآمٍ . . . والذي   أقدمني تلك البلد مكان دار الكتب بها

In the letter from roughly the same time, composed on route from
Baghdad toMa‛arrat al-Nu‛mānoncehe had resolved to return to his
hometown,al-Ma‛arrīrelatesthathedidnotgotoBaghdadinorderto
gainmateriallyortomakemoreacquaintances,buthewentinorderto
takeupresidence“inaplaceoflearning”;hefound,hesaid,“themost
preciousofspots”/وأحلف ما سافرت أستكثر من النشب ولا أتكثر بلقاء الرجال ولكن آثرت 
41.الإقامة بدار العلم فشاهدت أنفس مكان

Al-Qifṭī states thatobjections raisedbyofficials inAleppoover an
endowed income of thirty dinars a year—al-Ma‛arrī’s sole source of
income—iswhatcompelledal-Ma‛arrītogotoBaghdad;thatis,hewent
therespecificallyinordertoraiseacomplaintconcerningsaidAleppan
officials.42

Al-Qifṭīnotes43thatal-Ma‛arrīgainedfameinBaghdad,particularly
fortherecitationsofhisSaqṭ al-Zand,andthatamongothershemetwith
al-Sharīf al-Rāḍī and al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā, the two renowned sons of
AbūAḥmadal-Mūsawī,naqīb/نقيبorheadof the‛Alids, that is, those
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supportingthedescendantsof‛AlīastherightfulleaderoftheIslamic
Commonwealth.Healsovisitedthelibrarythatwasunderthecustodian-
shipof‛Abdal-Salāmal-Baṣrī,a.k.a.al-Wājikah,asavantofnote,being
anأديب(adīb)ormanofletters,atransmitterofaḥādīth,andaQur’ān
reciter.

Ibnal-‛Adīm44addsthatal-Ma‛arrīreceivedinstructionfromAbū‛Alī
‛Abd al-Karīm ibn al-Ḥusayn ibn al-Ḥākim al-Sukkarī, a linguist and
grammarian;and,althoughhesoughtoutone‛Alīibn‛Īsāal-Raba‛īfor
instructioningrammar,herefusedtoreturntohimafterhisfirstvisit.
Al-Raba‛īangeredhimwhenhebidhimtoenterhishomewiththewords
“Lettheblindmancomein.”

According to Ibn al-‛Adīm, another insult was hurled at al-Ma‛arrī
when,onhisveryfirstdayinBaghdad,hewenttopayhiscondolences
toal-Sharīfal-Rāḍīandal-Sharīfal-Murtaḍā,whosefather(AbūAḥmad
al-Mūsawī, a.k.a. al-Sharīf al-Ṭāhir) had just died.As al-Ma‛arrī tried
tomakehiswaythrougharoomcrowdedwithmourners,hesteppedon
people,causingsomeonetoyellout,“Whereareyougoing,dog?”/الى أين 
Afterrespondingwiththewords“Thedogisanyonewhodoesnot.يا كلب؟
knowallofthevariousnamesfordog”/ًالكلب من لا يعرف للكلب كذا وكذا اسما, al- 
Ma‛arrīproceededtotakeaseatattheverybackoftheassemblage,until
itcametimefortherecitationofpoetryfortheoccasion,whenhestood
toreciteapoemeulogizingAbūAḥmad,afterwhichal-Sharīfal-Rāḍī
andal-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā showedhimgreathonorand respect,having
surmisedhisidentity.45

Althoughalreadythemadrasah(pluralmadāris)(مدرسة ؛ مدارس)ormore
formalinstitutionforhigherstudieswasinexistenceintheIslamiccom-
monwealth, especially inNīshābūr (Khurāsān), this period of timewas
slightlybeforetheflourishingofNiẓāmal-Mulk(1018–1092CE),themin-
isteroftheSeljūkTurkishsulṭānsAlpArslānandMalikShāhwhofounded
the madrasahinBaghdadthatbearsNiẓām’sname(theNiẓāmiyyah;dedi-
catedin1067CE),afterwhichothermadāris wereestablishedandsoon
becamemorecommonplaceassitesespeciallyreservedandequippedfor
maintaining(i.e.,boarding)aswellprovidinginstructionforstudents.Oth-
erwise,“thecircle,ortheschool,ofateacherin[this]period...mustbe
understood inan informal sense.The school consistedof a teacher,his
home, books, colleagues, pupils, and occasional visitors. The teacher
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sometimesmetwithindividualsorsmallgroups.”Asforscholarlydiscus-
sionsandexchangesamongpeers,therewasthevenerableinstitutionof
the majālis (sing.majlis)/مجلس مجالس؛ (meetingsorgatherings),arranged
byministersorprincesorscholarsthemselves.Thesecouldtakeplaceat
aprivateresidenceorroyalcourt.Scholarlydiscussionswerealsoheldin
mosques; ingardens,markets,andcommercialshops;atcitygates;and
in bookshops, “themost prominent of [the] less conventional academic
forums”inBaghdadandfoundingreatnumber.Teaching(asopposedto
discussion)consistedoftherecitationoftextsaswellastheteacher’scom-
mentary.Discussionsfollowedadialecticalapproachwherebythesesand
antitheseswereadvancedfollowingthestatementofanissueofconcernor
propositiontobeconsidered(mas’alah/مسألة).Studyanddiscussionofthe
religioussciences—forexample,aḥādīth—typicallyoccurredinmosques.
Teachers’ homes were sites for subjects such as speculative theology
(kalām/كلام)andstudyoflanguageandadab.46

Al-Sharīfal-Rāḍī (d.1015CE),apoet, studentof ImāmīShī‛ite the-
ology,scholaroftheQur’ān,andcompilerofNahj al- Balāghah/نهج البلاغة 
(The Path of Eloquence,thesayingsandspeechesof‛AlīibnAbīṬālib),
organizedan“academy,”orhouseoflearning,withaviewtopromoting
andsponsoringthegatheringofthelearned.Amoreillustriousinstitution
ofthissortwasestablishedintheKarkhquarterofBaghdadin993CE
byAbūNaṣrSābūribnArdashīr,minister(wazīr/وزير)tothesulṭānBahā’
al-Dawlah(ruledfrom998to1012CE),inwhosefamily’shands(i.e.,the
Būyids,thetribalgroupingofShī‛iteMuslimsfromDaylamonthesouth-
ernshoreoftheCaspianSea)belongedrealasopposedtotitularpowerin
Baghdadandthesurroundingdistrictofal-‛Irāqduringtheyears945to
1055CE.Theminister

dedicatedthisbuildingtousebymenoflearning.Amongthebooks
collected,numbering10,400, therewereahundredcopiesof the
Qur’ānwrittenbyBanūMuqlahandmanyautographsoffamous
writers.Sābūr alsoprepared a catalogueofbooks in the library,
entrustingittothecareoftwomembersofthe‛Alidfamilyanda
QāḍīandappointingtheShaykhAbūBakrMuḥammadibnMūsā
al-Khwārizmīsupervisoroftheestablishment....TheAcademyof
Sābūrbecamearendezvousformenengagedinliterarypursuits.47
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Abūal-‛Alā’seemstohavemadeuseofthisgreatpubliclibrary-cum-
academyfoundedby theBūyidministerAbūNaṣrSābūr ibnArdashīr.
IntheletternumberedXIXinMargoliouth’scollection,headdressesone
“AbūManṣūr,CustodianoftheAcademyinBaghdad”/وكتب إلى أبي منصور 
48Heproceedsinthelettertoexpresshislongingfor“the.خازن دار العلم ببغداد
Academy”(whichincidentallymayhavebeenintendedmorespecifically
intheletterforwhichMargoliouthtranslatesدار العلمasthegeneric“place
oflearning”;seeabove),forBaghdad,and,lastbutnotleast,forthecom-
panionshipofhiscorrespondent:

Of truthIamflutteringmorewithanxiety thanpleasure,so that
thosewhowouldblamemesay“Isthypassionforthe‘Houseof
Learning’fromfollyorsoundsense?”

Mydesireforyouandtherestofmyfriendsislikethatofaring-
dove,fulloflearningwithnothingtoexciteit....

Eachtimetheravensayscaw!Ifancyitisamountedmessenger
fromBaghdad....IaskofGod’smercythatwemaybebrought
togetheragain....49

In a line of verse attributed to al-Ma‛arrī by Ibn Khallikān, there
is specific reference to Sābūr, العلم ,دار  and an evening gathering that
includedaperformancebyasongstress,suggesting(iftrue)thatmusic
andsong—andbywomen—couldbepartofaconvocation(ifnotindeed
thesolepurpose)atasiteassociatedwithpursuitofscholarship.50

Abūal-‛Alā’continuedtocomposewhileinBaghdad;principallyfor
thecollectionofpoemscomprisingSaqṭ al- Zand (judgingfromsome
ofitseulogies),toalesserextentforsomeofhisotherworks,thevast
majority of which, based on what the bio-bibliographical chronicles
report in theway of the chronology of his compositions,were yet to
come.Takingupresidenceinthecityseemedthelogicalprogressionin
hisquestforlearningandscholarlycamaraderieduringaperiodinthe
historyoftheIslamiccommonwealthespeciallynotedforthepursuitof
knowledge.However,althoughthereisevidencethathewasnotwithout
acircleoffriendsandacquaintancesinthegreatIraqimetropolis—for
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example,Abūal-Salāmal-Wājikah,AbūManṣūrMuḥammadibn‛Alī
(a curator at العلم ,(دار  al-Sharīf al-Rāḍī and al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā, the
distinguished man of letters al-Qāḍī al-Tanūkhī, a second curator at
Sābūr’slibrary(‛Abdal-Salāmal-Baṣrī),andthegrammarianAbū‛Alī
ibnFurrajah—heleftnevertoreturnafterastayofapproximatelysix-
teenmonths.

He writes with considerable ambivalence about his decision to
leave.Inapassageofoneofhisletters,characteristicallystuddedwith
proverbsandquotationsfromotherpoets,hespeaksasthoughhehas
fewregrets.Therewasasurfeitofknowledgeinthecity,itdidnotafford
himatrulywarmandrewardingreception,andhenceitreallyoffered
him“nothing.”

‘Everyoccasionhasitsproperformula,’everyseasonits 
fruit,everyvalleyitsacacia.IfoundBaghdad‘likeapie’swing,’ 
fair,butcarryingnothing.
‘TrulyIraqisnohomeformypeople....
Sopilethecarriageuponsomepowerfulcamel....’
‘Itwhinedforfar-offNakhlah;butIsaid“Fieforshame!”Trouble 
isthere;somakeforSyria.ForIraqhasnopeoplethatwelove;its 
peopleareofproudlooks.’”

...andIfoundlearningatagreaterdiscountatBaghdadthan 
gravelatthe‛Aqabahheaps,cheaperthandatesatMedinah,more 
commonthanpalm-branchesinYemameh,morecopiousthan 
waterintheocean.However,thereissomeobstacleinthewayof
everyblessing.51

Intheverysameletter,however,al-Ma‛arrīaddsthat

ThefavorofGodisuponallthosewhomyouknowinBaghdad;
theytreatedmewithsingularcourtesy,andspokewellofmeinmy
absence, and honouredme abovemy equals andmy peers.And
when they learned that I was getting ready to leave them, and,
indeed, on the point of going, theymanifested great sorrow and
saidmanykindwords....
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Godrewardthem!Ifwhattheydidwasoutofkindness,itwas
agreatbenefit;andiftheydiditforpretense,stillitwasanactof
goodfellowship;andsoIleftBaghdad,withmyhonorstillinaves-
selthatdidnotleak;notonedropofithadIspiltinquestofeither
wealthorlearning.52

OfsimilargraciousattitudetowardthepeopleofBaghdadistheclosing
tohisletteraddressinghistownsfolkjustpriortohisarrivalatMa‛arrat
al-Nu‛mānaftertakingleaveofBaghdad:

...Andmay[God]givegoodrecompensetothepeopleofBagh-
dad,fortheypraisedmemorethanIdeserved,andtestifiedtomy
meritsbeforetheyknewthem,andquiteseriouslyofferedmetheir
goods.Albeit theyfoundmenotfondofpraise,neithereagerfor
otherpeople’scharity.53

ButinversesinSaqṭ al- Zandthataddresshis“brethrenbetweenthe
EuphratesandDamascus,”al-Ma‛arrī speaksofbeingdistanced from
supportersandwhatlittleincomehehad;hence,materially,somewhat
deprivedinfact.Healsoclaimstohavebeen“envied”merelybecause
ofhis“superiority”(فأصبحت محسودا بفضلي وحده على بعد أنصاري وقلة مالي).54

His sense that ingeneralhewas theobjectof envy, irrespectiveof
domicile,wasallegedlyrepeatedinthepresenceofafellowpoet.When
thepoetaskedhim,“Whatistheretoall thatissaidandrelatedabout
you?”(ما هذا الذي يروى عنك ويحكى؟),thereplywas,“Theyhaveenviedme
andliedagainstme”55(ّحسدوني وكذبوا علي).Envymayhavebeensuspected
inanincidentthatMargoliouthbelieved“probablygivesustherealrea-
sonwhyAbu’l-‛AlāleftBaghdad;forsuchahumiliationwassolikelyto
bringothersinitstrainthatitwasunsafeforhimtoremain.”56Accord-
ingtoseveral traditionallycitedsourcesthatMargoliouthundoubtedly
had in mind, while al-Ma‛arrī was in the presence of al-Sharīf al-
Murtaḍāoneday,ontheoccasionofamajlis,mentionwasmadeofthe
poet al-Mutanabbī (d. 965CE),whomal-Murtaḍā despised butwhom
al-Ma‛arrīgreatlyadmired,regardinghimasthegreatestArabpoetof
thepost-Jāhilī,post-Umayyaderas.Al-Murtaḍābegan todetract from
al-Mutanabbī and pursue his faults, to which al-Ma‛arrī reacted with
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thewords,“Hadal-Mutanabbīcomposednomore than thepoemwith
thewords‘Youhave,Ostationsoftheheart,manystations,’thatalone
wouldhavesufficedtodemonstratehissuperiority.”Uponhearingthis,
al-Murtaḍāwassoangered thatheordered thatal-Ma‛arrībedragged
awaybyhisfeet.Someoneelseinattendanceatthemajliswaspuzzled,
wonderingoutloudwhatmayhavebeenthepointoftherejoindertoal-
Murtaḍāonthepartofal-Ma‛arrī,inasmuchasal-Mutanabbīcomposed
betterpoemsthatal-Ma‛arrīneglectedtomention.Al-Murtaḍāanswered
thequestionbysayingthatal-Ma‛arrīwantedtodrawattentiontoanother
lineintheal-Mutanabbīpoem(whichhe[al-Murtaḍā]regardedasaper-
sonal insult),namely“And ifdisparagementofmecomes toyoufrom
someonewhoisflawed,thenthatisproofthatIamperfect.”57

Oneneedstowondertowhatextentthisreportmayhavebeengreatly
embellishedifnotentirelyfabricated.Margoliouthfindsit“toocircum-
stantialtobefictitious.”Onemightreasonablycounterthatitisalmost
too outlandish to be true. Even if true, that itwas probably “the real
reasonwhyAbūal-‛Alā’leftBaghdad”seemsratherimplausible.More
likely—themoreimportantpointthattheincident,evenifapocryphal,
seems designed to bring into sharper relief—is the considerable chal-
lenge thatal-Ma‛arrī faced in trying tosecurepatronageor remunera-
tion for teaching and/or declaimingpoetry in a large city that had no
shortageofmenofextraordinaryerudition(literaryandotherwise),as
al-Ma‛arrī himself conceded.At the same time, althoughMa‛arrat al-
Nu‛mānwassubjecttocertaintroublingvicissitudes,particularlystrife
asaresultofthearmedconflictsresultingfromdynastiescompetingfor
suzeraintyovernorthernSyria(withoneofthecombatantsrepresenting
non-Muslimrule),Baghdadwashardly immunefromitsowntroubles
because of (1)Shī‛ite-Sunnī sectarian rivalries that often erupted into
riots,(2)revoltsonthepartofrecalcitrantandambitiousTurkishchief-
tainsamongthesoldiery,and(3)urbangangsthatengagedinbanditry
andthuggery.Baghdadatthistimewasalreadyanenormouscity.The
urbanunrestandturmoil there,andtheresultinguncertaintythat they
impartedtolife,wouldhavebeenonanevenlargerscalethanwhatever
inthewayofsimilarsuchchallengesmayhavebeenafootinMa‛arratal-
Nu‛mān.AsfortheotherreasonstraditionallymentionedtoexplainAbū
al-‛Alā’’sleavingBaghdad,theseincludethenewsofhismother’shaving
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fallenseriouslyill(inpointoffact,shediedbeforehemadeitbackto
Ma‛arratal-Nu‛mān)andthedisappearanceofasmallfamilyestatethat
hadbeendepositedforhiminhiscountryofbirth.

ThedecisiontoleaveBaghdad,writesal-Ma‛arrī,wascoupledwith
theresolvetoremainisolatedfortheremainderofhislife:

Beingunable then to remain in the spot I hadchosen, I decided
uponisolationsuchasshouldmakemelikeanantelopeinitslair,
andshouldcompletelycutmeofffrommankind,except, indeed,
thosewithwhomGodshouldjoinmeasthearmis joinedtothe
hand,ornighttomorrow.58

Suchcourseofactionwasnotdeterminedprecipitously,accordingto
al-Ma‛arrī,whoseownaccountherecertainlymeritsourregardbefore
takingintoconsiderationthespeculationofothers:

Ihavefoundthebestcourseformetopursueinthedaysofmylife
istogointoretreat....SoIdecideduponthiscourseafterasking
God’shelp,andrevealingmyideatoafewfriendsonwhosechar-
actersreliancecouldbeplaced,allofwhomthoughtitwaswise,
andconsidereditcouldbecarriedoutwithprudence.Andit isa
matter“overwhichnight-journeyshavebeenundertaken....”Itis
nooffspringofthehour,nonurslingofamonthorayear;itisthe
childofpastyearsandtheproductofreflection.59

Accordingtotheclassicalbiographers,fromthedateofhisreturnto
Ma‛arratal-Nu‛mānin1010CEuntilhisdeathforty-sevenyearslaterin
1057,Abūal-‛Alā’,truetohisownword,scarcelyventuredbeyondhis
home,letalonethetown;althoughhewashardlythetotalreclusethat
someofhislettersmakehimouttobe.Theverycompositionofthelet-
tersalonebeliesthis.Theletterswereaddressedtospecificindividuals.
ThecollectiontranslatedbyMargoliouthisbutasmallpartofacollec-
tionmadebyal-Ma‛arrīhimself,“thelowestestimate[ofwhich]would
giveusaworkof3,200pages.”60

AmongthespecificindividualsaddressedintheextantlettersisAbū
al-Qāsimal-Ḥusayn,anotablesonofanevenmorenotablefather(‛Alī
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ibnal-Ḥusaynal-Maghribī).Abūal-Qāsim(a.k.a al- wazīr al- maghribī, 
theNorthAfricanminister)wasastudentofIbnal-Qāriḥ,towhomal-
Ma‛arrī’sEpistle of Forgiveness/رسالة الغفرانwasaddressed.Heenjoyed
thepatronageofAbūGhālibFakhral-Mulk(appointed‛amīd al- juyūsh—
head of the armies—under the Būyid Prince Bahā’ al-Dawlah [ruled
998–1012CE],andassuchwasresponsiblenotonlyforoversightofthe
armies but also the day-to-day administration of Baghdad). By 1023,
Abūal-Qāsimal- wazīr al- maghribīwasministertoBūyidprinceMush-
arrifal-Dawlah(ruledasamīrofBaghdad415–16IE;1024–25CE),on
thewaytothatpostalsohavingbecomesecretary(kātib / كاتب)toQirwash,
the‛UqaylidArableaderwhomthe‛Abbāsidcaliphal-Qādir(ruled991–
1031CE)officiallygrantedpossessionofMosul(entailingamongother
thingsrevenuefarmingofthecity).

Inoneofhisrarepoemsofpraise(madḥ/مدح;inSaqṭ al- Zand;poemin
therhymedimāmu/ذمامه),al-Ma‛arrīpraisedthefatherofAbūal-Qāsim
(‛Alīibnal-Ḥusaynal-Maghribī)forhismilitaryskillandprowess.‛Alī
ibnal-Ḥusaynal-Maghribīwasaconfidanteof theḤamdānid rulerof
northernSyriaSa‛dal-Dawlah(ruled967–991CE),and,forabriefperiod,
hisministerbeforebecomingministertoBakjūr,theCaucasianmamlūk 
armygeneralintheemployoftheḤamdānidsbutwhorevoltedagainst
Sa‛dal-DawlahfromhisbaseatRaqqah,withtheapprovaloftheFāṭimid
imām-caliphinCairo(al-‛Azīz)(althoughtherevoltwasattheinstigation
of‛Alīibnal-Ḥusaynal-Maghribī).Bakjūrwasthwartedinanattempt
to seize control ofAleppo (circa 990CE) and captured and executed
at theordersofSa‛dal-Dawlah,shortlyafterwhich‛Alī ibnal-Ḥusayn
al-MaghribīfledtoKufaandlatertoal-‛Azīz’scourtinCairotobecome
theimām-caliph’schancellor-secretary(kātib).Inthiscapacityaswellas
hishavingbeenappointedmudabbir al-jaysh/مدبر الجيش(organizerofthe
army),theredoubtable‛Alīibnal-Ḥusaynal-Maghribīmanagedtohave
the imām-caliphappoint theFāṭimid-approvedgovernorofDamascus,
theTurkishmamlūkBanjūtakīn,amīr al-juyūsh/أمير الجيوش(commander
ofthearmies),inpreparationforanexpeditionagainstAleppo(991CE)
withtheviewtobringingnorthernSyriaaswellassouthernSyriaunder
thesuzeraintyoftheFāṭimidsinCairo.(‛Alīwasrecalledfromnorthern
Syriabyal-‛AzīzaftertheinitialexpeditionagainstAleppofailedtocon-
querthecityandledtoseveraladditionalfailedexpeditionsbetween991
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and994CE.Hewasexecutedcirca1009–10CEbyorderoftheFāṭimid
imām-caliphal-Ḥākim[ruled996–1021CE],atwhichpointthesonAbū
al-Qāsimal-ḤusaynsoughtrefugeinArabia;fromthere,beforefinding
thepatronageofFakhral-MulkinBaghdad,heendeavoredtosupportan
attempttooverthrowal-Ḥākim.)

The“Sulṭān”inal-Ma‛arrī’sletterthatisaddressedto“someofthe
Sulṭān’s ministers”61 is according to Margoliouth “probably” ‛Azīz
al-Dawlah.The letter toAbūManṣūr is to thecustodianofAbūNaṣr
Sābūr’s “Academy” in Baghdad (the site of which would have been
Sābūr’shome).62

The letter toAbūNaṣr Ṣadaqah ibnYūsuf al-Fallāḥī63waswritten
withinthecontextofal-Fallāḥī’stryingtobringal-Ma‛arrīclosertothe
amīr‛Azīzal-Dawlah,al-Ḥākim’sgovernorinAleppo.InSaqṭ al- Zand 
al-Ma‛arrīhasversesinpraiseofBanjūtakīnand‛Alīibnal-Ḥusaynal-
Maghribī(seefortheformerthepoemwithrhymeḥimyaru/حميرandfor
thelatterthepoemwithrhymewiṣālu/وصال;bothdiscussedindetailby
PieterSmoor64).Inthesamecollectionofpoemsareversesofpraiseto
AbūAḥmad ‛Abd al-Salām al-Baṣrī (whowas a custodian ofDār al-
Kutub[theLibrary]inBaghdad;seepoemwithrhymearbu‛i/أربع);toAbū
Manṣūr, custodianofSābūr’sAcademy library (seepoemwith rhyme
al- khaṭṭu/الخط); and toAbū al-Qāsim ‛Alī ibn al-Muḥassin al-Tanūkhī
(seepoemwithrhymebi- takrīta/بتكريت),thesonofthenotedauthorof
Nishwār al-Muḥāḍarah wa Akhbār al- Mudhākarah (نشوار المحاضرة وأخبار 
Abū‛Alīal-Muḥassinibn‛Alī.65(قاض)theḤanafīJudge,(المذاكرة

AccordingtoIbnal-‛Adīm,66AbūShujā‛Fātikibn‛AbdAllāhal-Rūmī,
a.k.a. ‛Azīzal-Dawlah,Banjūtakīn’semancipatedArmenianslavewho
ruledtheCitadelofAleppo(withFāṭimdcaliph-imāmal-Ḥākim’sinves-
titure),andeventuallyallofAleppoandsurroundingdistrictsbydintof
hisownresolveandwiles(until413IE[1021–22CE],whenhewasassas-
sinatedbyoneofhisslaveguards),“hadahighregardfor[al-Ma‛arrī]
andusedtoaccedetohisintercession.HeevenvisitedhiminMa‛arratal-
Nu‛mān.”Muchofal-Ma‛arrī’sEpistle of the Horse and the Muletouches
upon issues and events during the rule of amīr ‛Azīz al-Dawlah, and
theworkwasdedicatedtotheamīrwithaviewtopetitioninghimwith
respecttoamatteroftaxesinvolvingal-Ma‛arrīandsomeofhisfamily.67 
“Abūal-‛Alā’musthavebeenacquaintedwithlifeat[‛Azīzal-Dawlah’s]
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