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Writing to the End of Love: Wahid and the
Motif Extremes of Ibn al-Rami

Sarah R. bin Tyeer

If you have never been in love and don't know what love is,
Be a stone, from the hardest rock there is, a boulder.
Al-Ahwas al-Ansari (Umayyad poet, d. 723 cg)

Abstract

This chapter seeks to analyze how the stylistic aspects of one of Ibn al-RamTs
(d. 896 cE) most famous poems, Wakid, serve its motif of unrequited love.
The poem (no. 593 in his diwan) is an expression of unreciprocated love to
a singing girl set in ninth-century Baghdad. The poet’s careful utilization of
vocabulary, poetic meter, grammar, and phonetics conveys the expression
of unrequited love on the levels of both word and sound. I seek to situate
Ibn al-Rimi’s poem in its traditional genre, ghazal, and read it against the
backdrops of the Arab-Islamic literary tradition of adab writings on love
as well as philology and grammar. It is necessary to begin by discussing
the literary aspects of the gasida in the context of the theorization of love
in premodern Arabic treatises on love by Ibn Hazm (d. 1064 cE) as well
as medieval medical humoral etiology. The chapter shows how the poets
choice of the vocabulary of love, as discussed by early Arab philologists
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and gramunarians, corresponds to the notions and symptoms of unrecip-
rocated love, as highlighted by the treatises on love and Arabic philology
{figh al-lugha). 1 then discuss Tbn al-Ramis utilization of the radif (long
vowel) that precedes the monorhyme or the poem’s thyme letter (rawi),
the choice of the monorhyme itself, and the properties of Arabic letters
as explained by grammarians. These elements, as used by Ibn al-Rami,
simulate the melancholic symptoms induced by love, specifically unre-
quited love. The poem’s content and form therefore express the suffering
of the poet on both the written and the aural or performance levels. Thus
not only is it a poetic expression of unrequited love, it is also true to Ibn
al-Rimf’s personal style in ‘exhausting motifs’ (istinfad al-ma@ni), ‘giving

P

motifs their full due’ (istifd " al-ma ‘dni), killing motils’ (imdtat al-matani).

introduction

With recent advances in biotechnology offering some medical assistance
in “curing love,” one wonders if classical Arab poets would opt for biotech-
nological solutions to end the pain - but deprive the world of the genre of
ghazal - or heroically endure the heartache and reap the creative rewards?!
Ghazal, or love poetry, is “certainly one of the most successful genres in
world literatures” Its success is proved by its globetrotting progress from
its birthplace in the Arabian Peninsula to Persia, India, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Mauritania, Turkey, and as far as Germany and Sweden.> While the theme
of “lost love” in the nasib (the introductory section) is a significant trope
in pre-Islamic poetry, the poem itself is not devoted to fove alone, Ghazal
could be argued as a progressive expansion of the nasib — though it never
replaced the latter, it helped to develop it.* The image of a powerful beloved
who holds tremendous power over her lover - which dominates the world
of ghazal — appears after the advent of Islam.’ It was not until the ninth
and tenth centuries that ghazal was fully developed, and so it continued
for more than a millennium afterwards.® A ninth-century love poem is still
relevant for discussion in the twenty-first century and for us today. But why
does ghazal survive?

For the Abbasid poet Ibn al-Ramyj, love is a malady, and he revels in its
description. Born in Balkh to parents of both Persian and Byzantine ori-
gins, he was close to many powerful figures and patrons throughout his life,
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as the panegyrics he composed attest.” In one of his most famous poems,
Wahid, Tbn al-Rdmi describes the pains of unrequited love to a singing
girl, Wahid. He depicts the paradoxical relationship between the heart that
thinks of the beloved as a blessing and the mind that deems her a curse:®
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A blessing that causes mature men to sway,
And a curse that turns the hair of newborns white.

The distinctive feature of Abbasid love poetry is paradox.'® In the epon-
ymous poem, Ibn al-Riuni speaks about the nature of the lover’s rejected
advances towards Wahid as she sends him mixed messages. He watches her
being affectionate towards others while he isleft to sorrow and melancholy.
Yet the lover cannot cease describing her effect on him. The “lover’s choice
of pain over indifference,” Andras Hamori tells us, is the principal paradox
that lends ghazal its dramatic quality.!! As Ibn al-Rimi says elsewhere in
his diwan,

e e 5 135 ¥ Sal8 ol 48 L

My longing for him defeats my despair,
And so my heart remains patient with him.*

Robert McKinney contends that the poem is believed to have been com-
posed as a challenge to the poet to describe the songstress as the prompt
“Drescribe her” (sifha) indicates.’® ‘This was not uncommon. Such requests
were part of literary salons; they were motivated by challenges from the
poets’ patrons or their audience, to prove the poet’s own talent and craft,
naturally."* This is cleverly declared by Ibn al-Rami as he responds to the
challenge by saying:
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It is easy to say that she is invariably the most beautiful of all
creatures,
But difficult to say precisely how.

Having declared the paradox of what McKinney calls “the impossibil-
ity of the task” and his own undertaking of that task, the poet created a
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favorite conceit of his to celebrate his skills.’® But it may be truly a para-
doxical expression indicating the “impossibility” of highlighting the ethe-
real nature of experiencing beauty, as Iliya Hawi suggests. Beauty has an
overwhelming effect that is difficult to articulate, and what is left of this
experience and that moment, if one were to describe it, are only the ves-
tiges of it." Hawi suggests a feeling akin to an “aesthetic arrest,” especially
as Ibn al-Rumi combines the aesthetics of Wahid’s physical beauty with her
artistic and musical talents.

[.The Philological Measures of Love

In their scholarship on poetic craft and techniques, premodern rhetori-
cians and literary critics stressed the importance of the poem's opening
line (bardat al-istihlal, “the excellence of the opening line”). They argue
that part of its importance is defining the poer’s genre (ghazal, panegyric,
invective, etc.), thereby indicating the purpose (gharad) of the poem’s
composition.”” The rhetorician al-Khatib al-Qazwini (d. 1338) posits that
the best opening is that which fits the purpose (ma ndsab al-magsid).**
Defining the purpose of the poem becomes a condition for “an excellent
opening.” Indeed, this should not be stated explicitly (min ghayr tasrik) but
with a subtle hint (ishdra latifa) that finds delicate reception in those with
good taste {dhawi al-dhawg al-salim).”® Ibn al-Rami’s first line addresses
his speech to two friends:
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O my [two] friends, Wahid has enslaved me.
My heart is besieged, ruined by her love.

The reader is tempted by this unintentional eavesdropping into an intimate
conversation and cannot turn away. The poet, Northrop Frye maintains,
“s0 to speak, turns his back on his listeners, though he may speak for them,
and though they may repeat some of his words after him”® The poem
becomes a public confession of the poet’s love by virtue of its mere exist-
ence and our ability to read it. Yet it is also an illusion of peeking into this
private world. Ibn al-Rimi is at once with the tradition in calling out for
the two friends, as per the pre-Islamic Arabic gasida, but his novelty lies in
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going to extremes in the pursuit of the motif of pain and grief. The intimate
universe of love and suffering is one that is certainly not for public sharing.
However, the fantasy of being in that universe with the poet, his friends,
and the object of his affection creates a sense of an emotional commun-
ion that satisfies his audience and the readers equally. The poet’s honesty,
propelled by the intimacy of sharing his suffering with his two friends, is
obvious in his diction. There is an openness that is at once disarming and
engaging. In the first line, he introduces a single verb, tayyamatni (“she
enslaved me”). This identifies the genre as ghazal and philologically situates
the degree of love felt towards the beloved as it introduces her.

Arab philologists seeking a deeper understanding of language went
to painstaking lengths analyzing the semantic capacities of words. Words
related to love were no exception. Philologists filled volumes ascribing
meaning to words according to the emotions to which they corresponded.
In other words, “love” words were not synonymous. Rather, they indicated
different levels of emotion and affection. In a chapter devoted solely to
the degrees of love, al-Tha'alibi (d. 1038} lists 11 degrees (mardtib), which
start with hawa (“to like/to love”).” When al-Tha'libi reaches grade ten
{al-tadlih, “to lose reason”) and beyond, it is love that strips the lover of all
reason. Tbn al-Ramis poem, in fact, is on grade eight (fatayyum, “enslave-
ment”), which comes right before becoming ill from love (sagam) and los-
ing all reason {dalah and huyam).*

But is it realistic or even possible to measure love, even philologi-
cally? Or are philologists being silly and pedantic? How does one measure
that which is by its very nature subjective? Who is to judge what degree
is appropriate for a certain emotion? The consensus is usually that these
degrees were established for emotions that surpassed what is considered
the “norm” between two people.” Relativists may argue for the nonexist-
ence of norms, but focusing on what is not the norm usually highlights
the “norm”. If Majnfin and Layla and their universal likes were the “norm,”
they would not have kept littérateurs busy nor would they have acquired
their eponyms in world literary history and idiomatic phrases. Philologists
operated from the same paradigm of extreme emotion. The Damascene
poet and littérateur Ibn Abi Hajala (d. 1374) maintains that only subjects
of either great importance (‘azinan) or danger (khatarahu jasiman) have
more lexical units in language for Arabs. He gives examples of the lion, the
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speat, the sword, disasters, wine, and love.* There are more than a hundred
fexical entries for the ‘sword, for instance, each with a different property,
shape, and quality; the same holds true for the ‘lion, boasting with more
than two hundred entries, as another example, thereby occupying more
lexical units than other words. Philologists, then, were not silly; they were
merely documenting people’s fears and topics of great importance in the
manner relevant to their area of expertise.

Love was not a philological obsession only. Arab physicians wrote
about love as a malady when they reported several cases with the physi-
cal symptoms of lovesickness.*® The conception of love as both dangerous
and important according to Ibn Abi Hajala’s explication of certain semantic
preoccupations in Arab philology is also articulated medically.

Should a union with the beloved be impossible, love ts deemed both
incurable and fatal, as both adaeb and medical treatises tell us. It is not
surprising to see physicians also preoccupied with one of the incur-
able and often life-threatening maladies. Adab combined the literary
discussions of love with its somatic side. In his treatise on love, Fawg
al-Hamama ( The Ring of the Dove), the Andalusian theologian and phi-
losopher of Cordoba Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) maintains that love is a meet-
ing of souls and temperaments. It happens despite oneself and regardless
of the beloved’s appearance, and it is very difficult to cure.*® His discus-
sion of love is not concerned with the religio-ethical aspects only, as
his training in jurisprudence and comparative religion might suggest,
but also with the spiritual, social, somatic, and literary. In his chapter
on the signs of love, Ibn Hazm highlights the involuntary behavior and
mannerisms associated with being in love. Regardless of the degree of
love, he says that the major giveaway is an inability to take one’s eyes
off the beloved and a need to focus one’s attention with all one’s senses
on the beloved.” There is also a desire to be constantly with the object
of one’s affection and a certain anxiety and confusion if the lover sees
someone who looks like the beloved® — a consequence of the unremit-
ting longing to see the beloved that suddenly fills the world with their
lookalikes. Ibn al-Rimi turns these legitimate wishes that unite lovers

around the world into a poetic banquet. As the poet “describes her,” the

poem is turned into a scene with a gathering where Wahid is perform-

ing a song. That Wahid becomes the focus of the poet-lover’s attention
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comes naturally, in a nonthreatening manner. A beautiful songstress
capable of melting the most stubborn of hearts, she is the focus of eve-
ryone’s attention,
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‘Though she has melted hearts as hard as iron.

Neither he nor anyone else would want to take their eyes off her. She
dominates the mise-en-scéne of the poem. Ibn al-Rami allows the lover
to enact what Ibn Hazm describes as the first and essential symptom of
love: the addictive gaze (idman al-nazar).®® This is also reminiscent of
poem 795 in his diwan, which begins, hal yantahi nazarun illd ila nazarin
("Would gazing end in anything but more gazing”)." Gazing in typical cir-
cumstances requires discretion, especially if the feeling is not reciprocated.
The poet cleverly replaces discretion with intense gazing - as dictated by
love of the eighth degree (tayyamatni) - under the pretext of watching the
beloved perform a song. Ibn al-Riimi, therefore, validates the philologi-
cal degree of love concomitant with tayyamatni with the intensity of the
gaze. The persona of the lover expresses this in a dynamic intensity. He is
lost in the beloved; he repeats the act of falling in love with every glance.
Every glance becomes an affirmation of this love despite the inner dialogue
expressing the paradox between heart (blessing) and mind (curse), her
rejection and his helplessness. In line 32, Ibn al-Rami begins to resolve this
contflict by telling us about Wahid’s incomparable beauty as a pretext for the
love he feels for her:
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Her beauty is incomparable;
And the love felt for her is exclusive.

In the subsequent lines, he ventures to relate the paradox between heart
and mind by relating Wahid as a blessing and a curse and he also informs
us about the blame he receives for this love. Ibn al-Rimi categorizes those
who blame him as “lacking sound judgment” (dalla anhu al-tawfigu wa
al-tasdidu). He therefore rationalizes this love by describing those who do
not understand it in the semantics of reason. After doing so, he presents
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his evidence that resolves this paradox. In lines 42 and 43, Ibn al-Rami
describes Wahid within the parameters of a perplexing puzzle:
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I wish I knew when sormeone looks at her repeatedly,
Once, and then again.

Does the eye not tire of her?

Or does it always discover something new?

He then offers a solution to this puzzle thereby resolving the conflict
between the heart and mind as the answer becomes a factor of equilibrium
that balances this contradiction. Using the same phraseology of the line
that invited blame, he emphasizes it as a reply to the context of the riddle.
Ibn al-Rami substitutes the two occurrences of wahid (used in the capacity
of incomparable and exclusive, respectively, as it is also a play on her name)
in line 32 with jadid (renewable and new, respectively).
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Her beauty renews itself every time,
So every time, there is new love for her.

'This “renewed beauty” becomes another pretext for the addictive gaze.
In other words, the “renewed beauty” elevates the beloveds face from
ordinary (non-renewable) beauty to the extraordinary (renewable) beauty
that mystifies the Jover and demands an answer to a puzeling situation.
This also becomes a plausible reason against indifference, which leads
Ibn al-Rami to further characterize Wahid’s beauty as something other-
worldly and therefore impossible to capture. Wahid's perplexing beauty,
so “difficult to describe” that it is an “impossible task,” is expressed by Ibn
al-Rami as a riddle in itself. The intellectualization of the effect of her
beauty advances the lover’s argument that his feelings are not reducible to
the jejune zero-sum heart-mind dichotomy in which one cancels out the
other. Rather, the poetic reasoning of her beauty presents a nuanced view
that embraces the inexplicable aspect of the beloved, which is a reflection
of the unfathomable aspect of love itself and of the lover’s feelings. The

poet-lover is cognizant of this, which reaffirms his initial declaration that
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Wahid, like love, is both a “blessing” and a “curse” Ibn al-Rimi furthers
this dichotomy with thermal metaphors that portray the nature of Wahid
and her many admirers as under her control: she is both “fire” and “ice®
The use of fire imagery to describe Wahid’s beauty and its effect appears to
resort to the usual poetic description of the beloved’s beauty that sparked its
“fire” (nara) from Waliid, and the fire that her beauty “kindled” (tustalihi}
and “melted” (tudhib) people and their hearts. Wahid’s beauty and its effect
derive their semantics from “fire;” which could only be extinguished by a
kiss — a rather expected but unattainable wish. Naturally, the fire imagery
aims to highlight several things: the dazzling beauty of the beloved, its
compelling effect, and consequently the pain felt by the lover because of
this unrequited love. Yet, despite this agony in the fire, she is described as
“coolness” (bardun) and “peace” (saldmun). Both the style and imagery are
inspired by the Qur’an’s account of the story of Abrahans fire as “coolness
and peace.”* Ibn al-Ritmi obviously borrows only the Qurianic expression
and the imagery but not the context. The metaphor is not unique and has
been frequently used in Arabic poetry* It has become idiomatic in Arabic
parlance and subsequently adab for entities that are a source of pain but are
regarded affectionately as a “blessing,” as Ibn al-Rami contends.” Although
the image is overused, its contextualization reiterates Ibn al-Rimf’s intel-
lectualization of the unfathomable aspects of love.

Ghazal has always put metaphors into the service of courtship and
cruel beloveds. Wahid is not an exception. As Hamori maintains, the cruel
beauty who commands the hearts of poets is “a persona that rules the love
poetry of the Abbasid age”*® But Ibn al-Riimi goes beyond the usual, albeit
obligatory, tropes to elaborate on both the effect and meaning of beauty
and love. He concludes the poem with what appears on the surface to
be a mystifying couplet but upon closer examination it summarizes the
extended binaries developed in the poem:
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Itis in the heart, and yet is farther than the Pleiades;
It is at once both near and far.

Not only does this poetic conclusion invoke the dichotomies of presence
and absence or near and far that characterize his treatment of both beauty
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and love, it also highlights the experience of beauty and love as something real
but elusive. Describing this experience remains the “most difficult of things,’
as the poet tells us. The dual nature of the aesthetic experience is also reflected
in its emotional effect. Wahid's description in a register of extremes is a meta-
phorization of the ideas of love and beauty as both a curse and a blessing.

Philosopher and physician Ibn Sina (Avicenna) (d. 1037) described
pain {waja?) as an “incongruous stimulus”” Ghazal's paradox expresses
this incongruity or pain on the philological level. The pain felt by the
lover is expressed in the register of his experience as an incongruous one
(near-far, fire-ice, etc.) with contrasting dichotomies. This contributes not
only to the suppressed emotional tension that fuels the poem but also to
the paradoxical idea that love will always be exalted despite the pain.

1. The Painful Grammar of a World
That Rhymes with Her Name

Ibn al-Rimi expresses the lover’s need to constantly evoke Wahid. He fre-
quently repeats her name, four times explicitly and twice as homonyms
meaning “incomparable” and “exclusive,” respectively. According to classi-
cal literary theorists, repetition of names in Arabic poetry should not occur
except for indicating love - a rather legitimate reason to break some poetry
rules.® The need to recall the name of the beloved is concomitant with love

as Ibn Hazm assures us:

And further to the signs is that you find the lover evokes hear-
ing the name of the beloved, and takes pleasure in tatking about
their news, turning this news into consolation. Nothing com-
forts the lover more than this. Nothing sways her/him from
this; s/he is fearless and oblivious to the consequences of others
finding out. Being in love blinds and turns one deaf. If it were
possible that the lover does not engage in conversations except
those where the beloved is mentioned, s/he would.”

The name-evoking symptoms of love are translated stylistically into
the monorhyme of the poem. The entire poem is made to rhyme with her
name, with some words that take derivatives of her name, or jinds, as well.
The world of the lover, as expressed poetically, takes on a semantic capacity
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as large as the love felt for the beloved. The poem’s assonance conveys and
exhausts the compulsive quality of love that led to Jbn al-Rami’s initial dec-
laration; “She enslaved me”

Evoking the name of the beloved bespeaks an inability to communi-
cate directly with her. This need to communicate with the beloved, which
Ibn Hazm maintains is one of the pressing needs of the lover, is constantly
thwarted because of the beloved’s evasiveness. Wahid is not making life
easier for the poet-lover; she appears to be sending him mixed messages,
or perhaps he is reading too much into what he sees:
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When we meet, one glance {rom you is a promise of union,
While another is forbidding.

In the lines above, the lover describes his relationship with Wahid using a
paradox. There is at once ‘a promise of union’ but also a sense of ‘forbidding’
rejection. The promise of union, though unlikely, is certainly the hope that
fuels the intensity of ghazal. Yet both the lover and the reader understand
that it is always rejection that is shown from the beloveds side, otherwise
there will not be a reason to ‘hope for a union’ Constantly rejected, Thn
al-Rimi tells us how the lover is “left to tears and sleeplessness” He sheds
light on the history of this love, where the literary representation of love
reflects its somatic symptoms. Weeping, another major symptom of love, is
dependent on its intensity.* The reader is further invited to observe private
moments that are outside both the setting of the poem itself and the tem-
porality of Wahid’s performance.

It is fairly accurate to deduce that Ibn al-Riami excelled in depicting love
as a phenomenon that progresses over time, not a passing feeling of infatua-
tion or lust and an inflated use of words sparked by the sensual atmosphere
of the moment. In this respect, introducing history to this love supports
the poets stylistics of going to the end of “love expression” In its portrayal
of extreme emotions, it relies on a rational progression of events in lin-
ear time rather than ahistorical emotional outbursts. The poem, therefore,
expresses a love that has had time to reach this stage, thereby validating
the assertion “she enslaved me”” The articulated intensity of emotions as
well as his references to “sleeplessness” and “tears” refer to a length of time
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that could be estimated by the reader as older than the master chronotope
of the poem. This in turn acts as a temporal background for this intensity.
The lack of success with the beloved and her persona as an emotionally and
socially distant femme fatale are pithily yet cleverly presented by the poet
as a source of despair. The lover’s melancholia is translated poetically in the
poem. On despair (hasra), Ibn Hazm tells us that its somatic symptoms are
sighing (al-zafir), lack of movement or lethargy (gillat al-haraka), moaning
(taawwuh), and deep sigh (tanaffus al-su‘ada’).* The somatic symptoms
of despair are expressed by Ibn al-Rimi as an outcome suffered by all those
who appear to be in love with Wahid;
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There is a gentfeness in her voice that is not disrupted,

And a calm that is not dulled.

When she sings, her breath always reaches the end of the phrase;
It is long, like the sighs of her lovers.

Ibn al-Rami praises Wahid’s voice and excellent singing techniques as he
simultaneously embeds her effect on the many hopeless lovers using the
same category of praise: breath. He describes her breath as “long,” a deli-
cately sensual word of praise for the beauty of her performance. It parallels
the aforementioned intense gaze in signaling the extrenie attentiveness of
a lover who is focused on the phonetic details and breath of the beloved. It
evokes what Hamori calls the “permanent obsession” as a feature of Abbasid
ghazal® Tbn al-Rami concurrently plays on the word anfds to mean both
the sighs and breaths of her lovers. In other words, it is a double praise for
both her beauty and singing. Their enchanting qualities cause people to fall
desperately in love with her, hence the drawn-out sighs of her lovers. The
wordplay also hints at a shared history and an imagined community with
the many rejected lovers, including himself, and his and their - relentless
pursuits of Wahid.

Ibn al-Rimis focus on the soundscape of the poem extends to the
description of Wahids singing as a speaking silence.* In juxtaposition
similar to that of her long breath technique to “the sighs of her lovers
Wahid’s gentle technique also parallels the gentle expressions of the sighs
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of her many admirers and lovers. Her almost-silent technique is ermblem-
atic of an excellent performance as according to Ibn al-Rumi she “sings so
effortlessly, it seems as though she’s not singing” The poet contrasts her
technique to the image of the lovers’ silence expressed as “sighs” The lover’s
silence is part of the etiquette of love, unrequited or otherwise, which pre-
supposes keeping this love a secret.* This is also expressed grammatically
as the poet-lover shifts from speaking about Walid in the third person
throughout the poem to using the second person towards the end. This
grammatical shift at the end is preceded by a long emotional build-up that
intirnates the unfulfilled wish to reveal the secret he is tired of hiding. This
is what Ruqayya Khan terms the “dialectic of secrecy and revelation” char-
acteristic of Arabic romances and poetry,* and which Ibn al-Riimi deploys
in the poem:
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Tired of hiding the lovely object of desire,
Will it ever be disclosed?

Sadly for the poet-lover, it will never be disclosed. Hiding this secret is
a necessary element of the decorum of love. On the poetic level, it fuels
the tension and intensity of the poem and makes “suffering” believable.
Both unrequited love and its concealment grant the license of an “extreme
motif” With a burden like this, it is not surprising that the poet-lover is still
not comforted by the convention of a conversation with two friends, gen-
erously handed down by the Arabic poetic tradition to all grieving poets
and lovers.

At this juncture, it is instructive to ask if the poem lives up to the expec-
tations Ibn al-Rimi sets up for readers with the opening line “she enslaved
me” How does Ibn al-Riimi craft his poem in a manner that makes the
intensity of this love truly credible? What other stylistic clues does he give
to convince us of a love of the eighth degree beyond a description of the
lover’s inconsolable state?

It is useful at this point to look at the music or the meter of the poem
as a facilitator of the ghazal’s intent. Ariid (prosody) is the study of poetic
meter and the musicality of Arabic poetry.* It is “based on the succes-
sion of a group of long and short specific syllables™ It sets the musical
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tone — and stress {nabr} - of the poem. The prosodic meter khafif (“light™},
one of the 16 meters of Arabic poetry, reflects its name.** Often used in
Arabic poetry for dialogues that convey a reflexive sharing of emotions
with the poet, it has been an apt choice for ghazals and elegies. At this
juncture, it is imperative to emphasize the importance of Arabic pho-
netics in the classical Arabic sciences (‘ultim al-grabiyya) and rhetoric
(balagha). The study of sounds (phonetics) in the Arabic fanguage began
with al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 791). Al-Farahidi, trained in
mathematics, cryptology, and music in addition to linguistics established
prosody and is also responsible for the first Arabic lexicon, Kitab al-Ayn
{'The Book of the Letter ‘ayn).*® His arrangement of the lexicon - considered
odd initially - reflects his attention to the study of sounds and the pro-
nunciation of letters in the vocal tract (makhdrij al-alfaz). He arranges his
lexicon beginning with the farthest sound produced in the middle place
in the throat, the voiced pharyngeal fricative, the letter ayn. Phonology in
Arabic is one of the branches of figh al-lugha (“the deeper understanding
of language” or, more dynamically, “the secrets of language”).” The Arabic
language, like any other, is dependent on phonemes. These phonemes
correspond to 29 letters. Each letter in Arabic has its own aural charac-
teristic, sound grouping, and pronunciation rubrics in the vocal tract.®
Al-Khalil b. Alimad divided the 29 letters into two groups according to
where they are pronounced in the vocal tract - lip letters, gum letters, and
throat letters - each named according to where pronunciation starts.
There are 25 letters that have a definite place of pronunciation and four
letters that are hollow (jawf), the vowels, so called because they are pro-
nounced from the trachea or windpipe (waw, y&, alif layyina, and hamza).
As far as the properties of Arabic letters are concerned, rhetoricians and
grammarians divided them into two main groups: the inherent properties
of letters that are characteristic of their sounds, and the acquired prop-
erties that depend on their location in a given word, the types of letters
which precede or follow them, and the grammatical movements (harakdt
i‘rabiyya) and their corresponding endings (A, U, and I cases). The asso-
nance of Ibn al-Ramf’s poem follows the long vowel 7 (radif), which is not
uncommeon in a ghazal. There is an elongated ¢ sound before the final let-
ter of each word in every line of the poem. This sound aurally mimics the
universal sounds of pain and intense emotion such as moaning or a wail
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due to anguish. The sound performance of each line in the poem therefore
enacts the articulated pain of unrequited love expressed as an overall mood
of despair (hasra).

The long vowel is then followed by the letter dal {d sound), which is
the poem’s rhyme letter (rawi). The monorhyme of the poem, the letter
dal, enjoys the inherent phonetic quality of strength (shidda) and being
sonorous (jahr).>* Another inherent quality of the letter is echo or tim-
bre (galgala, “moving something” or “causing it to move”).” Grammarians
and rhetoricians explain this last quality as a byproduct of the strength of
the letter itself, which causes it to be pronounced emphatically. In other
words, the strong sound qualities of the letter ddl need to be diffused as
pronunciation takes place. The timbre sound is a reflection of this strength;
it expresses this quality. If the dal comes at the end of the word with a sukiin
(no grammatical movement by virtue of grammatical case ending), it pro-
duces a strong timbre, that is, the timbre is observed (performed in correct
pronunciations and sometimes involuntarily). If the dal is in the middle of
the word, it produces a weak timbre. In Ibn al-Rimi’s poem, the dal, which
comes at the end of the monorhyme’s words, does not have a sukiin at the
end (case ending) and therefore does not produce a timbre in pronuncia-
tion to reflect and diffuse its inherent strength.

Ibn al-Rimis poem begins with a conversation with the poet’s two
friends who address his need to evoke her name in consolation. This is
done in the manner of nasib. It also suggests how the lover is compelled to
speak about the beloved to someone else, hence the conversational tone.
The khafif meter matches the soundscape of the poem, echoing Wahid’s
singing and delicate swaying with the music, though it is uncertain if the
meter evolved to match the musical trends of the times.*® The stylistics of
the poem therefore reinforce its theme and motif and {it with its subject
and setting. The monoryhme (gafiva) of the entire gasida thymes with
Wahid, the name of the beloved, which adds to the musicality of the poem
and so to its meaning.” Grammatically, it is in the nominative or U-case
(marfii’). The syntax of a hopeless romance is grammatically expressed in
the U case of the monorhyme as it phonetically supports the melancholic
mood of the poem. The strength of the letter dal is diffused through the
inevitability of pushing air out (deep sigh) in pronouncing the u sound after
the strong and deep previous e sound. This is done in a phonetic mirroring

27




The Beloved in Middle Eastern Literatures

of pain and sighing, another somatic symptom of love. The grammar of the
line ensures that every monoryhme ends with a sigh.

Tt is neither an exaggeration nor an overemphasis to further explain the
sound qualities of the poem and how they perform their meanings. Arab
poets as early as al-A'sha (d. 625) used to play with sounds to convey and
somelimes exaggerate cerain meanings to demonstrate their talent and
entertain their audience. In reference to a rather full-figured and curva-
ceous lady, al-A'sha describes her as follows:
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Large-thighed, beautiful and opulent,
She walks slowly as if her sole’s arch is covered with thorns.*

The deliberate use of sonorous and strong letters draws a clear picture of
the physical mass the poet wishes to convey. Onomatopoeia (al-tamthil
al-sawti li al-ma@ni) was known to premodern Arab literary critics and
poets for its aesthetic effects. It is worth mentioning that the Qur'an is rich
in these stylistic features as well.

1 have so far discussed the articulation of the somatic symptoms of
love and their aesthetic relationship to the stylistics of the poem as part of
Ibn al-Rimfs style of “exhausting motifs” It is equally imperative at this
point to discuss the poents utilization of grammar and word form to fur-
ther advance the motif of desperate love and enrich the overall meaning of

the poem.

IlI. Grammatically in Love

Beside their logical properties of making speech grammatically intelligible,
Arabic letters’ movements (harakdt i‘rabiyya) do have an aesthetic dimen-
sion as well in their emotive effect. These movements operate on logical,
emotional, and moral levels, since they do affect the meaning conveyed.”
Grammatically, the U case (nominative case/marfii") is used for sub-
jects and predicates of nonverbal sentences. Subjects of verbal sentences as
well as adverbs keep the nominative markers as well but not necessarily in
the nominative case. Verbs in the present tense (rmuddri') always take the
nominative case except in certain circumstances. The words forming the

28

Writing to the End of Love

monorhyme of the poem, despite their different constructions, are all pred-
icates (khabar). By its very grammatical nature, the khabar is the part of the
sentence that supplies information about the subject. As love necessitates a
constant feedback and flow of information to comfort the lover and evoke
the beloved, subsequently - and grammatically - each line functions as a
source of renewed message leading to some emotional relief. This empha-
sizes the emotional urgency that matches the setting of the poem. While the
assonance of the poem rhymes with the beloved’s name, it varies grammat-
ically. The monorhyme words vary between verbal nouns (magadir, sing.
magdar), present-tense verbs (smuddri’), and one instance of a future-tense
verb. The poet’s description of Wahid relies on verbal nouns. Verbal nouns
transcend time, as their grammatical functions imply. In other words, the
effect of Wahid’s beauty is presented as transcendental. The inability to per-
ceive Walid as an entity functioning, like all others, in time is part of this
transcendence. Her depiction as someone who is not governed by the laws
of nature gives her an otherworldly quality. The worldview of the lover is
ultimately affected by these altered perceptions and is expressed in his own
sense of time and mortality, which is typical of a ghazal:
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1 still find that one glance from you is deadly,
‘While another makes me immortal.

The immense power of the beloved becomes intelligible and quantifiable
as it is articulated through the parameters of life and death. That the poet has
been in love with her for a period of time indicates that the passage of time
has not affected the way she looks or the way he perceives her, as understood
from his description. Wahid’s timeless beauty alters the perception of time
itself. This is why it is expressed as perpetually occurring in the present tense
as part of its “renewable” nature. 'This transcendence is further intensified
as Ibn al-Rami uses the word tatgjalld (manifest herself or reveal herself as
though she was previously hidden) to describe her appearance.
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When she appears before her audience,
Her beauty torments sotme and leave others in delight.
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Transcendent beauty matches the master chronotope of the poem.
It enforces the present tense as it relates to the situation (the description
of Wahid’s performance, her “renewable” beauty, and the pangs of love).
Yet it has a connection to the past and is also tied to a future. Walid's
time-defying transcendence is described as follows:
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She is the sunshine on a cloudy day; the sun and moon:
Both draw their light from hers.

Wahid’s essence is thus compared to those of these celestial bodies. The
use of the present tense (min nitriha yastafidu), in order to point to the sun
and moon benefiting from her luminosity to enhance their own is telling,
Another alternative to turning the present tense verb yastafidu (benefit
from/draw from) into the passive mustafid (beneficiary) would have been
possible without harming either the meaning or the assonance. How does
yastafidu convey a better understanding of the degree of love over mustafid
grammatically? The present tense of the verb in reference to the sun and
moon, drawing their luminosity from hers, indicates a perpetual action,
timeless refulgence from the beloved to the sun and moon. This metaphor
implies that their luminosity is a result of an implicit appeal to Wahid: the
source of light that gives them their own light. If both the sun and moon turn
into passive recipients of Wakid’s luminosity, it implies that her luminosity is
not sought after but rather involuntary and even unsclicited.

Wahid’s timeless beauty and transcendence naturally extends to the
future tense as the poet describes her effect:
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A lute-string in her hands is as deadly as the bowstring in a
battle -

With a sharp arrow ready and set.

If one day she draws it, aiming at the drinkers,

Everybody is certain that she will hit her mark.

“She will hit her markK” or “she will hunt” — sa-tasid continues to ascribe

1o her otherworldly powers that are decidedly lethal regardless of time.

30

Writing to the End of Love

The threefoid meaning of the hunting motif skillfully points to her seduc-
tive and distinctly irresistible beauty, which makes her a huntress despite
herself. Tt also captures the emotional distance felt by the lover, which
Ibn al-Rami clearly conveys in the poem. He visualizes Wahid as a dis-
tant, detached, and impersonal hunter oblivious to her many victims. The
hunting motif also reaffirms the lover’s vulnerability and his wounds - he
has become her “prey” - following the convention of the beautiful and
destructive beloveds of ghazal. The somatic symptoms of love then take
on an extended meaning as the emotional wounds of fove and rejection
are expressed through the physical wounds of the imagery of hunting with
the prey’s bleeding lacerations and flesh perforations. The image suggests
a paraltel between being emotionally hunted, devoured, and consumed
by the beloved and its material counterpart in hunting. And because it is
unrequited, these images mirror the pain of the lover and bolster the con-
ception of his enslavement by her (tayyamatni) introduced in the first line,

IV. Ghazal: The Mode Immortal

A poem about unrequited love, or love in general, is perhaps the most
recycled theme not just in Arabic literature but also in World literatures.
Its originality then stems from the poet’s utilization of all available tools
(grammatical, philological, phonetic, literary) to write to the end of a cer-
tain motif or a theme in an original manner. As Ebrahim Moosa observes,
“While the content, themes, and plots of the poetry were known to the
poet’s audience, his individuality manifested itself in the manner of his
expression; the more inventive he was, the more he was admired for his
originality”® Ibn al-RitmfT’s structure and stylistics expressed love not just
on the level of the word (description and philology) but also on the level
of performance (grammar and sound). This is an element of his poet-
ics, which has been rendered as istigsd’ al-maidni, “going to extremes in
the pursuit of a motif” or “pursuing it to the utmost length”® G. J. van
Gelder describes it as a desire to “extract every possible conceit from a
given motif and not to abandon it before he has exhausted it™ This is
also known as istinfad al-madni (exhausting motifs), istifd al-maani (giv-
ing motifs their full due), and imatat al-maani (killing motifs), which
eventually lead to the long-windedness (fil al-nafas} noticed in many of
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his poems and his diwin in general® Indeed, the sighing effect of the
monorhyme may not have been deliberate. But it is Ibn al-Ramis craft
that reflexively and unconsciously conveyed the somatic aspects of love
through technique. Some studies on Arabic poetry maintain that part of
our satisfaction from any work of art is its ability to regulate our own emo-
tions, perhaps by articulating and connecting them.* Some arguments go
further and link the beat of poetic meter in prosody {wazn} to the pace of
the human heart. Beside the literary rewards, this generates a “feel good”
emotional state from listening to and reading poetry.® By extension, the
other side of “feel good” is “pain control” which explains the effect induced
by various aural and visual artistic activities, poetry reading included, as
a method of pain management and regulation of the emotions. Majnin
Layla {Qays b. al-Mulawwah) - one of the most famous lovers and poets
in the history of Arabic literature, who lost his mind, and eventually life,
because of his love for Layla - told us about the therapeutic power of art in
general and poetry in specific: “And I only recite poetry to soothe myself”
(wa ma unshidu al-ash@ra illd tadawiya).*® Majnin understood that time
is not really a healer and it does not cure love, but poetry soothes it: {*May
God curse those who say, ‘we found time to be a cure for love’” [lahhd
Allahu agwaman yagaling innand waejadna tawdla al-dahri i al-hubbi
shafiyal]).¥

Thomas Bauer and Angelika Neuwirth argue for the consideration of
ghazal as World literature. When confronted with the phenomenon of love,
it gradually appears that ghazal, the most emotionally charged genre, is
“accessible to all members of the literary community and can thus provide
an emotionalized atmosphere with a cathartic function”® Aside from stu-
dents and scholars of Arabic, what makes an Arabic Abbasid ghazal, written
in the ninth century, relevant to us today is precisely its ability to transcend
linguistic, cultural, and temporal boundaries. One may also argue that the
transcendence and timelessness of ghazal reflect the transcendent quali-
ties of its subject matter. Love and the genre it engenders are indefatigable.
A ninth-century Abbasid ghazal may be read anywhere in the world today
by specialists and non-specialists alike, and still be understood and appre-
ciated for what it is: a poem about a universal emotion (and i{s universal
complications and joys) uniting people in its acknowledgement of both
hurnan vulnerability and the strength to write about it.
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Husayn (Cairo: Dar el-Shurik, 1981), 37-44 and Fakhry Muhammad $alih,
al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya: Ad®’ wa Nutq wa Imld’ wa Kitaba (Cairo: Dar al-Wafd
li al-Tiba ‘a wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi , 1987), 21
For more on this, see Salih, al-Lugha Arabiyya, 221, for example of gum letters
(thi, dhal, z&).
Satih, al-Lugha al-Arabiyya Add waNutg, 35-9.
Ihid., 38.
Hamori, “Love Poetry (Ghazal) 205.
For more on the gdfiya, see ‘Abd al-Aziz ‘Atig, Thm al-Arid wa al-Qdfiya
(Beirut: Dar al-Nahda al-Arabiyya, 1987), 133-96. See also Husni ‘Abd al-Jalil
Yosuf, Misiga al-Shi‘r al-'Arabi (Cairo: al-Hay'a al-Misriyya al- ‘Amma li
al-Kitab, 1989}, 139-60.
Muhammad al-Nuwavhi, al-Shi 7 al-Jahili, quoted in HusnI ‘Abd al-Jalil Yisuf,
Mitsiga al-Shi'r al-‘Arabi {Cairo: al-Hay'a al-Misriyya al-' Amma li al-Kigab,
1989), 184.
'This is the highlight in one of the anecdotes of Abi al-Aswad al-Du’ali (d. 688
cE), who is reputed to have been the first to put the letters’ movements (move-
ment and case endings) to the Qur'an. It was not until he heard a man reciting/
reading Q. 9:3 (al-Tawba [Repentance]) with incorrect case endings in aloud
voice and read the following verse, “wa adhinun mina Allahi wa rasilihi ila
an-ndsi yawma al-hajji al-akbari inna Allaha bari'un mina al-mushrikina wa
rastilih?” The tast word in the dya should not be in the I case (rasiliki) because
if it is in the I case, then the meaning would be “God disowns the disbelievers
and the prophet,” as it conjoins the prophet with the disbelievers grammati-
cally when in reality the word is in the U case (rasiluhu) because it is a delayed
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disjunctive of a conjunction - “God disowns the disbelievers and [so does]
his Prophet” - but the mentioning of the prophet was delayed in the sentence
which is a normal rhetorical strategy in the stylistics of the Quran. E-Ucvmm.
was clearly disturbed by the ramifications of this meaning and the illogical
reading - because of poor grammar - so he decided to put movements on
the letters, See Jalal al-Din al-Suyiifi, al-Durr al-Manthir (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr,
1993), 4:129-30. The story of al-Dali and the letter movements — whether he
did it himself or was assigned to do it - vary in most sources but they almost all
agree on the mentioning of this verse and the errors in reading and al-Duali’s
reaction to it

Ebrahim Moosa, “Textuality in Muslim Imagination” Acts Academia
Supplementum 1 (1995): 58. Moosz refers to pre-Islamic poets, but this could
also be extended to later poets as well.

McKinney, The Case of Riyme versus Reason, 226.

Geert Jan van Gelder, “The Terrified Traveller: Ibn al-Riunis Anti-Rahil”
Journal of Arabic Literature 27, no. 1 (1996): 37. Cf. McKinney, The Qmm of
Rhyme versis Reason, 226.

McKinney, The Case of Rhyme versus Reason, 24.

Izz al-Din Isma'1l, al-Tafsir al-Nafsi li al-Adab. quoted in Husni ‘Abd al Jalil
Yasuf, Misiga al-Shi'r al-'Arabi (Cairo: al-Haya al-Mistiyya al-'Amma
li al-Kitab, 1989), 24; see also Bauer and Neuwirth, “Ghazal as World
Literature,” 9-31.

Tzz al-Din Ismail, al-Tafsir al-Nafst i al-Adab, quoted in Husni ‘Abd al-Jalil

Yasuf, Miisiga al-Shi ‘r al-Arabi, 25.

Qays b. al-Mulawwah, Diwdn Qays b. al-Mulawwah, ed. Yusri ‘Abd al-Ghani
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ttmiyya, 1999), 122; cf. Diwan Majnin Layla, ed.

‘Abd al-Sattir Ahmad Farrag (Cairo: Maktabat Misr, 1963), 227.
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Sexual Displacement in Season of
Migration to the North

Asaad Alsaleh

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and right-doing, there is a field.
Fll meet you there.

Rumi

Abstract

In this chapter, I analyze the sexual relationships between Mustafa Sa ‘eed
and his English mistresses in Season of Migration to the North (1966}, a
novel by the acclaimed Sudanese writer Tayeb Salih (1928-2009). This
novel pairs up a Middle Bastern beloved with European subjects, connect-
ing them through intriguing sexual experiences that take place during the
colonization of Sudan. The text also demonstrates what I call “displaced
sexuality” by which T mean the presence of complex sexual relations that
shift from the body of the sex partner to what he or she symbolizes: a
highly sexualized Orient. The Oriental identity of the protagonist, Mustafa
Sa ‘eed, creates disruptive relationships in which subjects reveal a desire to
fulfill fantasies that go beyond the desired body. Such desires are rooted in
the dynamics of power that motivate control over and possession of the
other, and the reaction against such dynamics. The chapter re-examines the
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O my [two] friends, Wahid has enslaved me.
My heart is besieged, ruined by her love.
Lithe. She is adorned with the grace of a soft bough,
And the neck and eyes of a gazelle.
Her hair glimmers with blackness
And her cheeks, in redness.
Beauty sparked its fire from Wahid
Over a cheek unblemished by hollowness.
5. Coolness and peace, her cheek are,
'Though for her lovers she is a difficult challenge.
6. Like tranquil soft water, her features are never disturbed,
Though she has melted hearts as hard as iron.
7. 'The fire that her beauty has kindled
Can only be cooled by the savoring of her kisses
8. Such kisses would have soothed this passion of mine,
Were it not for her blowing hot and cold.
9. Another one mesmerized by her beauty has said: ‘Describe her!
I said: ‘that is easy and difficult, at the same time.
10. Tt is easy to say she is invariably the most beautiful of creatures,
But difficult to say precisely how.
11. She is the sunshine on a cloudy day; the sun and moon
Both draw their light from hers.
12. When she appears before her audience,
Her beauty torments some and leaves others in delight.
13. A gazelle that lives in men’s hearts, she grazes in them,
A twittering turtledove.
14. She sings so effortlessly, it seems as though she is not singing,
And she sings so beautifully.
15. You do not see her eyes bulge there to you
Or her neck-veins gush from strain,
16. There is a gentleness in her voice that is not disrupted,
And a calm that is not dulled,
17. When she sings, her breath always reaches the end of the phrase;
It is long, like the sighs of her lovers.
18. Coquetry makes her voice even more delicate,
And emotions thin it till it almost disappears.
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19. You see, her voice seems to die at times, and comes to life at others,
It is delightful whether soft or raised.
20. Her voice is embroidered jewelry crafted from the melody,
Where the verses strut across.
21. What a sweet mouth! With everything in it!
Everything bears witness to this.
22. Her kisses, like fresh clear water, quench thirst,
A song from her brings back long-lost joy.
23. An eternity of her kisses is not enough;
An eternity of her songs is not enough!
24. Her love would make poised men
lose their composure; the virtuous are seduced,
25. She does not stretch a hand at hearts with her love
Without having victims wherever she wishes.
26. Alute-string in her hands is as deadly
as the bowstring in a battle, with a sharp arrow ready and set,
27. If one day she draws it, aiming at the drinkers,
Everybody is certain that she will hit her mark.
28. When she sings, it is as if Ma‘bad and Ibn Surayj were singing,
As if Zalzal and ‘Aqid were playing,®
29. Her only flaw is that when she sings
The freeborn become her slaves.
30. She casts a spell that increases the love felt for her,
Though hearts cannot take it anymore.
31. Beautiful women offered themselves to me, but I said:
“There is no one except Wahid’
32. Her beauty is incomparable;
And the love felt for her is exclusive.
33. Many an earnest advisor, lacking sound judgment,
Has reproached me for loving her.
34. Yet if one of those who reproach me were to see her,
He would patiently listen and ask me to tell him more.
35. She lays waste the heart that is unwavering in loving her,
A waste beyond recompense, and she deceives it
36. Her eyes bewitched him, until for him
Her blameworthy traits became admirable.
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A living temptation: her singing, her beauty

She is entirely without a rival.

A blessing that causes mature men to sway,

And a curse that turns the hair of newborns white.

Wherever | leave her, I find an associate in love for her,

‘Wherever she goes, a companion sitting by.

To my right, to my left, in front of me and behind,

How do I get around him?

The devil of her love blocked every path!

The devil of her love is vicious!

1'wish I knew when someone looks at her repeatedly,

Once, and then again.

Does the eye not tire of her?

Or does it always discover something new?

In fact, she is life, critically examined

Still providing more marvels, more benefits.

What a vision she is! Her song! And the atmosphere and setting!

A reservoir of lovely entertainment

Boredom never creeps in with her,

Nor do her magical spells cease to work.

Her beauty renews itself every time,

So every time, there is new love for her.

Wahid, May God recompense my heart from you

A recompense similar to that of the avenging victor!

Others rejoice in delight by a union with you,

And I am left to tears and sleeplessness.

Still I divert myself with your promises,

That hide among them a warning.

I still find that once glance from you is deadly,

While another makes me immortal.

When we meet, one glance from you is a promise of union,

While another is forbidding.

You leave healthy men love-sick, trembling from emaciation,

While you are as graceful as a swaying bough.

Love still looks at those who cannot handle it,

There a defeated one, there someone strong and steadfast.
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55. Tplayed host to your love, an unfamiliar stranger,
It kicked out and banished my sleep.

56. How odd it is that the stranger dwells in my heart,
While the familiar one is displaced.

57. Tired of hiding the lovely object of desire,
Will it ever be disclosed?

58. Itis in the heart, and yet is farther than the Pleiades;
It is at once both near and far.

Notes

L. T thank Professor Muhammad A.S. Abdel-Haleem for his valuable insights and
translation suggestions on some parts of the poern.

2. Icould not get hold of this edition, but according to Faruq Aslim’s explanation
in his edition of the D¥wan, Ma bad and Ihn Surayj were famous singers in the
Ummayad period. Zalzal and ‘Aqid were also famous entertainers known for
their excellent instrumnent playing skills, Cited in Akiko Motoyoshi, “Sensibility

and Synaesthesia: Ibn al-Rems Singing Slave-Girl” Journal of Arabic Literature
32, no0. 1 (2001): 6, in.18.
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