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The Literary Geography of Meaning in the
Magamat of al-Hamadhant and al-Harirt
Sarah R. bin Tyeer

This chapter will analyze the city/cities in the magimait of Badi® al-Zaman
al-Hamadhani (d. 395/1007) and Abi Muhammad al-Qasim b. °Ali
al-Hariri (d. 516/1122), proposing that the city plays a meaning-making
role in their work, offering us interpretative strategies through their lit-
erary geographies. Both the semantic and legal geographies in the work
of these two authors will be highlighted through two main foci. First, in
the case of al-Hamadhani, I propose that the text’s cities belong to the
geography of the “familiar,” where the language use of the protagonist,
Abw’l Fath al-Iskandari, would be readily comprehensible as the linguistic
play that it is inside the Arabic literary geography he inhabits. His meta-
phors, stylistics, and inverted use of language would not be understood
as literal but as a game. In this respect, the space of the familiar becomes
a metonymy of semantic stability and the tools of adab offer us deeper
insights into the magdmar and a richer reading experience. Second, I argue
that the literary geography acts as a frame to both moral and legal stability
in the maqamar of these authors. In al-HarirT's magamat, the protagonist,
Abu Zayd al-Saruji, abuses the stability of the city’s legal geography for his
benefit. While the legal framework of the city may not be productive for
al-Iskandari, the protagonist of al-Hamadhani’s magamat, the city and its
laws are conducive to al-Sar@ji’s plans. The city therefore acts as a border in
the maqamat for both semantic as well as moral and legal stability and law
enforcement.
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The Magamat: One City is Not Enough

One of the most famous premodern Arabic genres, the magdma, is a prosi-
metric genre that combines both rhymed prose known in Arabic as szj and
poetry." As Rina Drory defines it, it is a “collection of short independent
narratives written in ornamental rhymed prose (s2j) with verse insertions,
and [that] share a common plot-scheme and two constant protagonists: the
narrator and the hero.”* Most maqamat follow this scheme with different
adaptations according to the individual author.’ Invented by al-Hamadhani,
the genre is partially inspired by the life of the mendicants or al-mukaddin
and their anecdotes.* Al-Hamadhani’s “interest in low life is very probably
an inheritance from Ibn °Abbad who collected around him both scholars
interested in low life (and obscenity, for that matter) as well as globe-trotters
and witty beggars like Aba Dulaf.” However, these types of anecdotes are
not fully comparable to the elaborate constructed metaphors, virtuosity, and
subject matter covered by the protagonists Abi’l-Fath al-Iskandari and Aba
Zayd al-Sartji in their corresponding magdmat, nor should the usage of
saj® in the magdimat be attributed to an imitation of the Bedouin mendi-
cants.® As of the fourth aH/tenth AD century, szj¢ was “increasingly used
for official correspondence and then for historiography and other forms of
prose composition.”” The maqamat depend on accounts related to us by
way of a narrator of the author’s creation. Generally, in each magima the
fictional narrator encounters his respective protagonist: al-Hamadhani uses
the narrator ¢Isa b. Hisham, who relates his encounters with the protagonist
Abi’l Fath al-Iskandari, while al-Hariri relies on the narrator al-Harith b.
Hammam, who describes his encounters with Abt Zayd al-Sariji. Integral
to the magdmar as a genre is the perpetual travelling of their protagonists to
different cities, which Abdelfattah Kilito (°‘Abd al-Fattah Kilitd) reads as an
aspect that makes the maqamat resemble contemporaneous travel accounts of
geographers like al-Istakhri (d. 346/957-8), Ibn Hawqal (d. after 378/988),
and al-Muqaddasi (d. 380/991).2 This also, notably, marks the magamatas a
distinctly urban genre.

One question the magdmat raise is how cities function within the nar-
rative, whether as setting or when the names of specific cities are simply
mentioned. We might ask why °Isa b. Hisham repeatedly mentions his geo-
graphical coordinates. In a tale found in 7he Thousand and One Nights, “The
Hunchback Cycle,” it is related that one of the events happened in China.
However, the king, the hunchback, and the protagonists, Muhsin J. al-Musawi
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maintains, are all under Islamic jurisdiction.” Setting the tale in China here
serves the narrative purpose of leaving the familiar realm of Baghdad or Cairo
in order to step into the unfamiliar. Yet, this unfamiliar is still familiarly
Arab-Islamic as al-Musawi argues, perhaps even a literarisation of empire
expansion. Unlike the foreign, mythical, mysterious, and supernatural cities
in the Nights, the cities featured in the magamar of both al-Hamadhani and
al-Hariri are all part of the domestic and familiar; they are not foreign. These
cities are part of the authors’ cartography, placed within the texts for the
reader to create meaning from their literary geography.

It is instructive to ask where Ab@’l Fath al-Iskandari and/or Aba
Zayd al-Saraji are located geographically. In almost every magima by
al-Hamadhani, °Isa b. Hisham begins by justifying his travel or presence
in a certain city. For instance, in al-magima al-azidhiyya, he explains his
presence in Baghdad by stating that he is there to buy some dates for retail at
the seasonal date market. Household or cotton trade is the reason that “Isa
goes to Balkh in al-maqama al-balkhiyya. In al-magama al-sijistaniyya, he
justifies going to Sijistan to meet an unspecified pressing need. We know that
he traveled to Yemen, Shiraz, Damascus, and Homs, to mention a few of the
cities that comprise his geography, and that he went on the Hajj as well. He
also twice relates that he had to escape — but does not say from where — when
he was accused of theft or of earning money illegally.’® “Isa is not just an
itinerant merchant who sometimes gets into trouble while conducting busi-
ness, he also relates that he was in the region of the Caspian Sea fighting with
the army."" Thus, it seems that the figuration of these cities and the overall
expanded geography that creates an image of a globetrotting charlatan and
a merchant are meant to represent a believable geography for the audience
of the magamar. Al-HamadhanT’s literary creation of a verisimilitude for the
audience is successful. Rather than being epistemologically barren, it could
be argued that the cities’ collective roles lend a sense of reality and purpose to
the maqamat of both al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri.

Writer/Reader Contract: Centers and the Literary Institutions

As “Isa travels to the different cities of the magamat, it is acknowledged that
he is a stranger amongst strangers. Yet, in each city to which he travels there is
inevitably a single person he recognizes, namely al-Iskandari. “Is’s serendipitous
meetings with al-Iskandari every time he travels tell us that al-Iskandari occupies
all of the same spaces at the same time; it may be that he is not actually anywhere
in particular, but rather inhabits all of these spaces simultaneously. If indeed
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al-Iskandart is everywhere, it may be useful to ask who or what is al-Iskandari.
Perhaps al-HamadhanT’s incongruent figuration of al-Iskandarl — sometimes as
a young man, sometimes an adolescent, and at other times an older man with
greying hair, a madman, or even an Imam — alludes to his nature. Al-Iskandari,
as he himself says, is everywhere because he is an object of deception. He refers
to himself as “jawwalat al-bilid wa jawwaibat al-ufuq ...”:

I am a mighty wanderer over the countries,
And a great traverser of the horizons.

I am the toy of time,

And am continually on the road."

Irrespective of the city in which he is present, he lives outside the texts of the
magdamat. Al-Iskandari is what Umberto Eco calls “a fluctuating character”:
he “exhibits a core of properties that seem to be identified by everybody,”"?
“Isa and the readers included. Like other fluctuating characters across world
literature (Don Quixote, Gatsby, Madame Bovary, etc.), al-Iskandari and
al-Saraji live independently of the text: “Being independent of the text and
of the possible world where they were born, [the characters] are (so to speak)
circulating among us, and we encounter some difficulties in not considering
them real persons.”* The literarisation of the circulation of al-Iskandari, and
later al-Sariji, is manifest in what both al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri do to
make these characters the travelers that they are.

The concept of the “Huctuating character” is equally evident in the
maqamat of al-Hariri. In his preface to the magimat, al-Hariri anticipates
literal-minded critics and readers. He attributes the construction of his work
not only to his predecessor al-Hamadhani as the author and founder of the
magdmadt genre, but to the two fictional protagonists:

“Aagbias i g day )y geanll i 4 S ) A o) Bl cany (5 a8 4l any
o e 5 — il dea ;) — (lhan ke 5 cgle ) o Lge i)l cilalaall S0
V50 5 eciym Y Jsene LaadlS 5 gl g alida () (e () 5 clgilis (5 pusy) il
[...] ) sbiled bl el il o ) cuie el 5 caSA 4 L) (pa JLild iy
g omaill alar Gal Ealall il g il 5 ol 2 (o Gl e axpes Culal Laa

(al-Hariri, Magamat al-hariri, 15-16)

[ ... ] And now to proceed, it so happened that in some belle-lettrist circles,
whose energy had stagnated and light had dimmed, the maqamat that Badi®

al-Zaman — “the wonder of the age” and the “scholar of Hamadhan,” may
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God have mercy on his soul — had created were mentioned. He attrib-
uted their origin to Ab@’l Fath al-Iskandari and their narration to “Isa b.
Hisham. They are both anonymous and unidentified: unknown. So he
whose signal is a command and whose obedience is prized beckoned that I
fashion maqdamat following in the footsteps of Badi® al-Zaman [ ... ] which
I composed as by the tongue of Abu Zayd al-Saraji and attributed their

narration to al-Harith b. Hammam.

Al-Hariri considers Abw’l Fath al-Iskandari to be the protagonist who estab-
lished the genre and °Isa b. Hisham as the one responsible for its narration."
Both characters are referred to as anonymous and unidentified (majhialun la
yuraf wa nakiratun li tata‘arraf ), i.e. fictional characters.'® In the quote cited
above, al-Hariri does not stop at the extraordinary talent of al-Hamadhani as
an author — who he fully acknowledges and praises — but extends the success
of the maqamat to the characters themselves. His emulation of al-Hamadhani
recognizes that for the genre to function and be understood as such, the
characters must now be recognized as part of this convention, and so too is
their globetrotting from city to city. Not only was his emulation successful,
but as Wolfthart Heinrichs maintains, the maqgamat of al-Harir qualify as
a “best-seller” in medieval Arabic literature despite the fact that there was
not yet “a market for the masses.”” Al-Hariri's maqamar acknowledged,
classified, and participated in the literary institution of the maqamar at a
specific historical moment, thereby generically grouping his work with that
of al-Hamadhant’s."® Fredric Jameson has noted that, “[g]lenres are essen-
tially literary institutions, or social contracts between a writer and a specific
public[.]”" Like any institution, people can join, participate and even reshape
this institution.”

The literary and cultural institutions that the genre of the magamat rest
upon are a social contract that binds readers and writers/literary works. This
contract stipulates that the genre depends on several “centers” for the process
of meaning-making to occur. To further elaborate, al-IskandarT’s eerie pres-
ence in every city °Isa visits and their uncanny encounters tell us that Aba’l
Fath is not a person but an idea. When he meets Abu’l Fath in Azerbaijan,
a shocked Isa wonders about the scope of the latter’s deception that reaches
as far as this land (balagha hadhibi l-arda kayduk).*' The phrase serves to
highlight the gravity of his deception, here measured geographically by the
distance from a center in °Isa’s mind as well as al-Hamadhani’s readers — a
cartography of deception, so to speak. Otherwise, we could only question
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Azerbaijan’s far-ness in reference to what center, i.e. far from what? Is it the
capital, Kufa, or the cities of Basra or Baghdad or Alexandria, which Abw’l
Fath claims as his home?** This imagined center, be it Kufa or Baghdad,
which is as tangible in the magdmar of al-Hamadhani as it is in the Abbasid
polity, seems to be a subtle feature in the magamat. The notion of a center is
at the heart of the magamat for al-Hamadhant if for nothing other than “Isa’s
reactions to al-Iskandari’s presence in cities remote from an imagined center,
perhaps the Abbasid capital. The concept of a center is not strictly limited to
the geographical level as the exchanges between °Isa and al-Iskandari show; it
also translates linguistically. The idea of a “center” (semantic, linguistic, etc.)
is the unspoken contract between the writer and his/her readership and it is
these centers with which al-Hamadhani plays rhetorically.

Rhetoric and the Limits of Semantic Geography

Beyond their collective role in adding a sense of reality and purpose to the
narrative, cities serve a semantic purpose. ‘Isa b. Hisham’s many encounters
with the swindler Abt’l Fath are marked by two paradoxical things: common
language games and linguistic consistency despite the many different loca-
tions. In other words, Ab@’l Fath is self-described as “jawwailat al-bilad”
(globetrotter) yet his language use and techniques are consistent in all the
different places he inhabits. His metaphors, stylistics, and inverted use of lan-
guage are bound to be understood within their geography. Meaning, rather
than literal, his linguistic rhetoric is a game played in the cities in which he
travels, inevitably meeting “Isa and other victims. But if the geography is a
specifically Arabic literary geography, there is the question of what this means
in terms of adab and/or in reference to a literary work.

The presupposition in the magamat is that °Isa is a stranger amongst
strangers in every city in which he finds himself, yet he inevitably meets the
same familiar person at the end of each magdma in a famous recognition
scene. Jaakko Himeen-Anttila speaks of the moment of “recognition” as
characteristic of the structure of al-Hamadhani’s magdimair* In an Arab-
Islamic context, recognition or anagnorisis, Philip F. Kennedy proposes, is

. commensurate with the emergence of certain truth.”* Al-Iskandari is a
charlatan, a master of disguise, who swindles people and °Isa knows it. °Isa
only realizes the truth of al-Iskandari during the recognition scene, which is
then usually followed by the envoi of verses — lines of poetry or quotations
put in the mouth of the protagonist to summarise his philosophy and explain
his behavior.”> It is thus the content of this envoi that contributes to the
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affirmation of al-Iskandari’s identity as a charlatan as the place within the
text where the “emergence of truth” takes place. The envoi changes in every
magdma but what is fairly stable and fixed within it is a rhetorical technique
used by al-Iskandari: beautifying the ugly and uglifying the beautiful (zahsin
al-qabih wa tagbib al-hasan).* The philologist Abti Mansur al-Tha®alibi
(d. 429/1038), who was rightly “fascinated by al-Hamadhan’s talents,””
considered this technique to be the height of excellence and eloquence:
“tabsinu al-qabihi wa taqbibu al-hasani idha huma ghayata l-bari‘ati wa-I-
qudrati “ali jazl l-kalami fi sirri I-balaghati wa sibri al-sini‘a.” ([Bleautifying
the ugly and uglifying the beautiful is the ultimate [marker] of skill and
ability when shaping words using the secrets of rhetoric and the charm of
the craft.)®® In the final scene of almost every magdma, the envoi perpetually
condemns ‘aq/ (reason and moral force) and presents it as unnecessary while
deception, lies, and madness are praised. These views follow the disclosure of
al-Iskandari and immediately enable °Isi to recognize him. The truth emerges
and builds what constitutes an essential aspect of recognition as al-Iskandari
speaks about madness being the only reason and states that one must “repel
time with folly.”” The very words of al-Iskandari invite us to mistrust him
even though they are charming and eloquent, according to “Isa. We, like
“Isa, are bound by an unspoken semantic contract or accord established by a
cognitive agreement to deem him a charlatan as per the title of this rhetorical
technique (beautifying the ugly and uglifying the beautiful). This demands
an implicit consensus regarding what is “beautiful” or “ugly” in the first place
in order for the technique to work. His praise of madness and folly and the
shunning of reason do not match this implicit semantic contract.

Despite the protagonists’ constant movement, they remain in what Kilita
calls “the familiar” (al-ma’lif), that is the Islamicate.*® Abw’l Fath and Isa
understand each other on both the linguistic and cultural levels, as does the
anonymous third narrator who transmits their narrative to the audience, and
likewise for the texts’ premodern readers, as Jaakko Himeen-Antilla argues.”
The “familiar”, Kilita suggests, is not something that creates a semantic crisis
for them — as it does for Sindbad, whom Kilita uses for this example. In other
words, there is a certain semantic stability in this geography that creates a lin-
guistic and literary framework for both the protagonists and for us as readers
of the magamat. The tools offered by al-Hamadhani through al-Iskandari are
thus in his rhetorical techniques that, despite its imagined geographical vari-
ations, are semantically stable, and despite their eloquence, are understood
as deception. The envoi becomes a site for reading Ab’l Fath’s strategies in
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the same manner as it is rhetorically used to “beautify the ugly and uglify
the beautiful.” The limitations of this semantic stability are precisely the
geography of the “familiar” from which Abir’l Fath and °Isa never depart: the
Islamicate or cities where semantic stability stand for the tools of adab that
allow the detection of deception as part of this geo-semantic consensus.

At this juncture, it is pivotal to remember the question of the function
of the city/cities in the magamat by thinking about the relationship of a
literary technique to the “city.” As Robert Tally Jr. notes, narrative is “a
spatially symbolic act in establishing a literary cartography for the reader.”
To further explain, Emily Apter evokes the concept of “language borders” to
refer to the issues ensuing from ignoring the politics of the “Untranslatable”
in literary studies, meaning terms, words, or units that do not travel freely
from one language to another. Because these words, Apter argues, are part
of a network, part of a whole, they form relationships with each other and
therefore contain complex layers within themselves. One could add that the
layers are not just linguistic but also cultural and temporal.*® The process of
meaning-making in language and literature cannot be a universal process.
To assert that there are defining Arab-Islamic literary terms and aesthetic
features of the works should not be understood as the inability of literature
to be read outside its culture, or an essentialising practice. Rather, it is an
effort to enhance the reading of adab both inside and outside its culture and
be sensitive to the alterity of this literature without denying the literary texts’
aesthetic integrity. A failure to read the literary devices inside their literary
geography (adab) would ensue in a distortion, mistranslation, or retranslation
(hence rewriting) of the aesthetics and literary techniques of al-Hamadhani
specifically, the magamat in general, and adab altogether.

In What is Literature? Jean Paul Sartre tells us that the reception of the
work is not an “external” fact about it; it is an integral dimension of it and
its “consumption” is part of its process of production.’ With respect to the
magdamat, al-Hariri, as one of the readers and consumers of al-Hamadhani,
understood and worked with the techniques the latter provided. The “language
borders” or cities therefore function on both the narrative and meta-narrative
levels. The literary geography of adab upholds a semantic center where the
rhetorical techniques performed by the protagonists play a role in their recep-
tion. These literary devices are unveiled inside the aforementioned semantic
“center” or what Kilita refers to as the “familiar.” The limits of this semantic
geography are the threshold of adab and language where the maqamar cease
to work on both the fictional and referential levels, and mistranslation begins.
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Like al-Hamadhani, al-Hariri also works with the concept of the “borders” as
the threshold of law and order, in the broadest sense, in the city.

The City and the Borders of the Law

Before venturing further into the use of city “borders” in the narrative of the
magdmdt by both authors, it is imperative to shed light on how premodern
scholars defined the “city.” In his Magayis al-Lugha, Ibn Faris tells us that a
city (madina) is so-called because of the jurisdiction and enforcement of the
law (li-annaha tugamu fiha ta‘atu dhawi l-amr).> He analyzes this through
the root (d.z.n), which he traces to its meaning that denotes “obedience”
and “yielding” (al-inqiyid wa l-dhull)*® Al-Firtzabadi adds, that to become
a city-dweller or civilized (tamadyan) is to live a life of ease and comfort
(tana‘um).”” Al-Shirwani explains a city (madina) in terms of superlative
expansion and compares it to its smaller version, town (balad), which is
bigger than a village (garya).*

Al-Hamadhani uses the city skillfully in his al-maqama al-madiriyya. The
maqgdama opens with °Isa and Abi’l Fath in Basra where a well-loved madira
dish, a kind of meat stew, is being served. Abw’l Fath reacts negatively to it
and demands that it be taken away, much to the disappointment of the rest
of the guests. He then relates a story that takes place in Baghdad, explaining
his reaction to the madira. One of the city’s merchants had invited Ab@’l Fath
to be a guest at his house, where the madira dish was expected to be served —
as most readers know, the meal never arrives. The host instead behaves like
a typical city-dweller in al-Firtizabadi’s definition: he indulges his guest in
extended description of all the items of ease and comfort in his house. As
they walk through the city, the merchant engages in small talk; he praises his
wife’s impeccable cooking skills, their love and devotion to each other, and her
virtues. He then starts commenting on the quarter in which he lives, compar-
ing it to other neighbourhoods in the city and the status held by each. As they
reach the merchant’s house, he begins by commenting on the craftsmanship
of the door and its various parts that come from different cities and sellers. The
merchant then calls the servant with the water basin, telling Abt’l Fath about
the servant’s Greek origins, the ewer’s Syrian brass, its Iraqi workmanship,
moving on to the napkin’s fabric from Jurjan, then continuing to describe all
the items in his household and their cities of origin. From the outset, Aba’l
Fath is bored by the man’s incessant talk about his wife and other pleasantries
that all seem to revolve around comfort and luxury, “wa sadda‘ani bi-sifiti
zawjatihi hatta intahayna ila maballatihi” (he bored me with his wife’s virtues
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till we reached his quarters).”” While the merchant revels in the craftsmanship
of the table, an irritated Ab@’l Fath straightforwardly enquires “hddhi al-
shaklu fa-mata l-akly” (this is the make but when is the meal?)* But when he
realizes that the promised meal will probably never arrive, or rather when his
patience is exasperated and he cannot indulge his host in small talk any longer,
Abw’l Fath excuses himself to “discharge a need” in order to escape what he
perceives as an empty promise on the merchant’s part.

The magama highlights two salient features of life in the city and its
corresponding system of laws. Throughout the merchant’s descriptions, the
merchant’s sense of civility and cosmopolitanism is expressed through his
knowledge not only of his city, its quarters, and artisans but also through
the best of what other cities could offer in terms of items of luxury and com-
fort. Al-Hamadhan?’s skill here lies in acting like a literary cartographer; he
charts both the city streets and the larger regional geography, choosing which
sites to include or omit in the discussion between al-Iskandari and the host
through the mention of famous or national crafts from different countries.*!
In the host’s house, al-Hamadhani essentially draws a map, which need not
be a geometrical grid, for “a map may also constitute itself in words.”** The
map refers to the marks of civility and the thriving of the city of Baghdad as
well as other mentioned cities as the magdma traverses several cultural spaces
through a single social setting.

The merchant’s listing of items, their source, and excellent craftsmanship
as an expression of civility are not received well by Ab’l Fath, who does not
reciprocate the small talk nor seem the least interested. Yet, despite Abu’l
Fath’s boredom with the man’s conversation, he must obey a certain decorum
— the city’s — and remain silent and nod, at least in the beginning. Even when
his patience withers and he wants to escape, decorum demands that he excuse
himself without embarrassing either himself or the host. He alludes to the
need to relieve himself. The city here appears as a space governed by a social
law that even in extreme circumstances cannot be broken. Aba’l Fath cannot
obey the city’s decorum and prolong the niceties, pleasantries, and small
talk that govern life there. His character — an outcast that thrives outside the
boundaries of the city — wants to devour the meal without the social context
of its emotional and intellectual investment expressed as an interest in the
host’s life.

The “obedience” and “yielding” about which Ibn Faris speaks, cited
above, are not to be narrowly understood as laws in the exclusively legal
sense — they also translate into unspoken social laws and decorum that ought
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to be observed even when they stretch the limits of one’s ordinary tolerance.
In the maqdma, this is manifest in Ab@’l Fath’s companions, who respect his
aversion to the madira because of his individual experience despite that it
runs counter to their own wishes; although they outnumber him, a sense of
respect for his feelings must be observed as part of an unspoken social code.
It is clear that Abi’l Fath, through demanding that the madira be taken away,
disregards the social context in the selfish and anti-social imposition of his
own will over the desire of the group and spoils what could have been a pleas-
ant gathering over a meal. His disregard for decorum, expressed as socially
improper behaviour and lack of concern for the group’s feelings, parallels
the same tactless indifference to his host’s feelings in his earlier encounter.
His behaviour on both occasions serves only his own interests and needs; it
reflects his borderline values that thrive outside the city’s boundaries, running
against the law, social integration, the observation of politesse and decorum
such as the inhabitants of the city would presumably observe.

In the magamat of al-Hariri, the city also features several times as a
border governed by the law. Whereas Abt’l Fath thrives outside the city in
his kudya and does not seem able to function properly in social settings, Abu
Zayd al-Sariji abuses the city to his benefit through kudya. And in this, he
does not seem to be alone. Al-Harith b. Hammam, al-Hariri’s narrator, tells
us in al-magama al-Iskandariyya that as a traveller, he is abiding by a useful
piece of advice from the wise: “annahu yalzamu l-adiba l-ariba idha dakhala
l-balada l-ghariba an yastamila qadiyabu wa yastakhlisa maradiyabu li-yash-
shudda zahrahu ‘inda l-kbisami wa ya’mana fi l-ghurbati jawra l-hukkimi.”
(The adib should keep the company of the intelligent when venturing into
a foreign city; he should befriend its judge and vie for his approval to cover
his back in the event that a dispute should befall him, thus taking discretion
against the ruthlessness of rulers during travel).* The city appears to be a
benevolent ally to al-Saraji and his narrator.

In al-maqama al-Iskandariyya, al-Saraji’s wife goes to the judge to com-
plain about her husband’s selling of all of their furniture; she also complains
about his voluntary unemployment under the pretext that his craft is no
longer in demand. The judge feels for the woman and demands that the
husband justify his behaviour. Al-Sargji, in a very long poem, explains to the
judge how the likes of him, whose entire fortune is eloquence (sihru l-kalim),
poetry (al-qarid), and speeches (al-khutab), are like outcasts: “ka’annahum
fi Cirasihim jiyafun /| yub‘adu min nataniha wa yujtanabu.” (As if there is
a cadaver in their courtyard / putting off everyone with its stink)* People
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like him cannot support themselves or their families. The judge is touched
by al-Sar@iji’s destitute conditions so he orders that he and his wife receive
money from the alms (sadagaz) appointed for the poor. The narrator Ibn
Hammam knows that it is al-Sartji all along but says nothing until after
the couple has left. He then encourages the judge to send someone after
the pair so that they can check their identity. Unlike al-Hamadhant’s narra-
tor, al-HarirT’s narrator, al-Harith b. Hammam, uncovers al-SarajT’s tricks
before anyone else within the narrative, meaning the narrator is always one
step ahead; al-SarajT’s intelligence, then, is surpassed by others, namely Ibn
Hammam and the readers. As a narrator, Ibn Hammam exhibits little weak-
ness in front of al-Sar@ji’s verbal seduction, rather the latter’s victims do. The
judge’s messenger comes back confirming what the readers already know.
When the judge sends for their arrest, the messenger fails to do so because
they have already traveled far away from the city. The city here functions as a
space of law and order. Despite this, it is not a space that is entirely avoided
by al-Sargji, rather he uses these laws to his advantage.

In Kitib al-Sultan, Ibn Qutayba relates an anecdote through a chain of
transmission referring to a piece of advice by Kisra (Khosrow); the latter says,
“la tanzil fi baladin laysa fihi khamsatu ashyd’in: sultanun qahir, wa qadin
‘ddil, wa tabibin ‘alim, wa saqgin qa’ima, wa nahrin jari.” (Do not reside in
a country that does not have five things: a powerful ruler, a rightful judge,
an expert physician, a thriving market, and a flowing river.)* Al-Sargji uses
Khosrow’s advice and manipulates the judge after he fabricates the dispute
with his wife because of their extreme poverty. According to the law, the
righteous judge ensures that they receive assistance as a result of their condi-
tion. Now that the law is enforced in al-SarajT’s favor, the city appears to
be conducive to his kudya. The boundaries of law and its jurisdiction are
applied within the city, whereas outside the borders he is no longer within
the domain of the judge or the law: the reason that the messenger informs the
judge that al-Sartji is far away “mukbbiran bi-na’yihi.”*® The magama simply
summarises the modus operandi of the protagonist and highlights the function
of the city as a space governed by a particular social and legal system.

In another example, the same depiction of city boundaries is repeated in
al-magama al-shi‘riyya. Here, al-Sartji fabricates a dispute with his adopted
son and goes to the judge to complain that his son has plagiarised his poetry.
The judge demands that the father recite both the original and the plagia-
rised poems to render a better judgment. After toing and froing with poetry
between father and son, the judge is amazed by their talent and intelligence
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and gives them both money, asking them to treat each other amicably. As
Ibn Hammam follows the two men, al-Saraji tells him to enlighten the judge
about the latter’s stupidity and his manipulation of the judge’s emotions
(“bayyin labu ghabiwata qalbihi wa til°abi bi-lubbihi”).”” Yet al-Sariji only
says this once he is outside the jurisdiction of the judge (“ajaznai hima l-waili wa
afdayna ild I-fada’ al-khali”) because he knows that the judge will not be able
to arrest him.*® When the judge realizes al-Sariji’s deception, Ibn Hammam
informs him that it is futile to chase after al-Sartji (“ashfaga minka li-ta‘add;
tirihi fa-za‘ana ‘an baghdghada min fawrihi”).* The judge, however, tells us
that the only reason he is not resolute in chasing al-Saraji until he catches him
is the latter’s adab, exhibited in the poetry that he has heard, even though he
is furious and feels humiliated. He may realize that he would be overestimat-
ing his own power by demanding that al-Saraji be pursued wherever he is, or
he may be defending his previous judgment about al-SarjT’s poetry, i.e. that
his poetry remains excellent and that he had judged well. He even urges Ibn
Hammam not to relate the story to anyone lest people in the city lose respect
for him, forcing him to take an oath. And though Ibn Hammam tells us that
he kept the oath and was loyal to the judge — a loyalty comparable only to
that of al-Sam@°al®® — it is he who narrates these very events.

Similarly, in al-maqama al-ma‘“arriyya, al-Sarji and his son also deceive
the judge with eloquence and manage to trick him into giving them some
money. When the judge summons them after he realizes that he has been the
victim of their deception, his first response upon confrontation is an expres-
sion of his admiration for al-Saraji’s eloquence: /illahi darrukka fa-ma a‘dhaba
nafathati fika lawla khida‘un fika! (To God be attributed your goodness, how
sweet is the breath of your mouth! [...] if it were not for the deceit in you!).”!
The judge advises al-Sariji to mend his ways because not every judge is going
to act as he did in this situation. It appears that both judges in these two
magdamat have balanced al-SartjT’s use of eloquence as an offset to his trickery.
The judge refers to al-Sariji’s mouth as the source of the sweetest words while
recognizing the deception that comes out of it. Notably, the judge does not
penalize him; the fact of his forgiveness is an implied confidence in his correct
judgment of al-Saraji talent.

Conclusion: The Topography of Affective Power

Part of the literary geography charted by al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri is their
use of cities, geography, and space for their affective power. The very pres-
ence of the court of law as part of the city in the magimar of al-Hariri is



76 | SARAH R. BIN TYEER

distinguished from other spaces or institutions and hence the rest of the narra-
tive by what Robert T. Tally Jr. calls the place’s “affective power” that is estab-
lished within both the author’s and readers’ minds.>* The affective power of the
place in turn plays a role in the meaning-making tools given to the reader. The
court, a metonym of law and order, and hence the city at large, contradicts the
machinations of the protagonist and his enterprises. Yet he twists it to work for
him. The abuse of one of the city’s virtues in this case highlights both the audac-
ity of al-Sartiji and his inventiveness. The most unexpected place of the trick
solicits a reaction that is proportional to the decorum and respect demanded by
the place, and yet it does not get that respect. The reversal of expectations in this
case maximises both the message and the entertainment value of the magdmat.
A similar use of the dynamics of the space’s affective powers is also observed
in al-Hamadhant’s protagonist al-Iskandari as a pretentious Imam who dupes
people at the mosque during the day while sharing drinks at the tavern at night
in al-magiama al-khamriyya, for instance. The “affective power” of the place is
likewise used to highlight the themes of each magima.

Both authors have employed the city and its social spaces extensively in
their magamat. Rather than featuring elaborate details of the city, the city
represents a “border”: a semantic space highlighted by what has been referred
to earlier as the geography of the “familiar” as well as a space governed
by several laws. That being said, it appears that the magamat operate from
the moral element of space. To quote Robert T. Tally Jr. again, “literary
works serve a cartographic function by creating a figurative or allegorical
representation of a social space, broadly understood.” Therefore, the role
of these moral spaces in general is part of their essential meaning-making
tools; they are not to be understood as conceptually vacuous geographical
references in the background. Moral does not mean “moralistic” but rather
what constitutes the elements of adab. The highly satirical nature of the
magdamat feeds on these stark contrasts between actions and language, social
spaces and social relations. The presence of the city, its meaning-making
“borders,” institutions, and other social spaces like mosques, taverns, etc.
are not to be treated as an “ ... empty container to be filled with actions or
movements[.]”>* Rather, this literary geography offers us an opportunity for
an enhanced understanding of the work on a deeper level.

Notes

1. For more on this, see Heinrichs (1997: 249—-77).
2. Drory (2000: 190).
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Ibid. (190). For more on this, see also Himeen-Anttila (2002).

Bosworth (1976: 1: 30); Hasan (1986: 145).

Himeen-Anttila (2002: 20).

Sources document Bedouin (2°726) mendicants’ eloquence that only used saj¢
(thymed prose) in their speech. One should not define real mendicants’ “elo-
quence” here as one that is comparable to the language of Abi’l-Fath, at least
as seen in the examples of the Bedouin’s usage of s2j¢, which drew the attention
of some literati such as Ibn “Abd Rabbih, for instance, because of the graceful
nature of the language and the decorative and metaphorical aspects of it as such.
For more on this, see Hasan (1986: 162-4).

Al-Hamadhani, trans. Prendergast (1915: viii).

Kilita, al-magamar (1993: 12).

Al-Musawi (2009: 152).

See al-maqama al-Asawadiyya and al-maqima al-Adhirbijaniyya.

Al-magama al-Qazwiniyya.

Al-Hamadhani, trans. Prendergast (1915: 52).

Eco (2009: 87).

Ibid.

Al-Hariri (1981: 15).

Ibid. (15).

Heinrichs (1997), 262.

For more on the historical view of genres versus genres as institutions, see Devitt
(2008: 168).

Ibid.

This is Rene Wellek and Austin Warren’s statement, which precedes Jameson’s,
see Devitt, ibid.

Al-Hamadhani (2005: 54).

For a discussion on Abi’l Fath’s name and origins and their symbolic relation-
ship to his travels, see Birari, “Travelling in Hamadhani’s Maqamat”.
Himeen-Anttila (2002: 50). For a discussion on the entire structure of the
Magamat of al-Hamadhani, see also ibid. (45-51).

Kennedy (2009: 47).

See Himeen-Anttila (2002: 51). This is part of the author’s explanation of the
structure of the maqamat.

See al-Tha‘alibi (1994). See also van Gelder (2003).

Himeen-Anttila (2002: 27).

Al-Tha‘alibi (1994: 21).

See al-Hamadhani (2005; 96); al-Hamadhani, trans. Prendergast (1915: 75).
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Kilitdi (2001: 13).

31. Himeen-Anttila (2002: 114).

32. Tally Jr. (2011).

33. See Apter (2013).

34. Sartre, What is Literature? Cited in Eagleton (2003: 72-3).

35. Ibn Faris (1999: vol. 2, 319); al-Maqdisi (1418 an: vol. 3, 357-8).

36. Ibn Faris (1999: vol. 2, 319).

37. Al-Zabidi (n. d., vol.36: 158).

38. Al-Shirwani (n. d.: vol. 6, 3406).

39. Al-Hamadhani (2005: 125); al-Hamadhani, trans. Prendergast (1915, 91).

40. Al-Hamadhani (2005: 134); al-Hamadhani, trans. Prendergast (1915: 97). In
this context, Prendergast’s translation choice of the word ‘make’ for shak/ refers
to the artistry of the finely made table.

41. See Tally Jr. (2013: 45).

42. Ibid.: 46.

43. Al-Hariri (1981: 68-9).

44, Tbid.: 72.

45. Ibn Qutayba (n. d.: vol.1, 6).

46. Al-Hariri (1981: 75).

47. Ibid.: 178.

48. Ibid.: 177.

49. Ibid.: 179.

50. Al-Samii®al was in his fortress, when a man came to him with the former’s son
as a captive. Al- Sam@i°al had Imra® al-Qays’ weapons hidden with him and so
the man asked Al- Sami®al to give him the weapons or his son would be killed.
Al- Samu®al refused to hand over the weapons and kept his promise and so his
son was killed.

51. Al-Hariri (1981: 68).

52. Tally Jr. (2013: 83).

53. Tally Jr. (2011).

54. Tally Jr. (2013: 119).
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