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Abstract

From the protests of 1968 to the everyday expression of queer desire, love has the potential
to be radical. While this radical dimension may be cross-cultural, most theorists work within a
Eurocentric framework that universalizes a particular way of understanding love. Conversely,
scholarship on love that stems from other traditions is localized as only relevant to those who
identify with and/or specialize in that tradition. This project, Maddening Love: Islamic Thought
and the Ethics of Desire in the Legend of Layla and Majnun, remedies this tendency. | examine
the transformation of the most famous love-story of Islamic cultures from its seventh-century
Arabic anecdotal beginnings to it becoming a Persian romantic epic, Nezami’s (d. 1209) Layli and
Majnun. T argue that Nezami’s text presents love as an ethical commitment that leads to a vision

of community not defined by biological kinship or the requirements of premodern citizenry.

| deploy interdisciplinary methods including close reading of Arabic and Persian literary
accounts, historicized analysis of discourses on ‘ishg (a term often translated as éras) in premodern
Islam, and insights from queer theory and animal studies—two theoretical fields whose language
for conceptualizing relationality speaks to my project’s focus on kinship. Chapter One reads
excerpts from the Qur’an and the biography of the prophet Muhammad as well as from medical
discourse on ‘ishq, demonstrating how the madman (majniin, meaning mad or possessed by jinn)
was a figure proximate to prophets in late antique Islamic contexts. These sources provide the
backdrop for analyzing the emergence of Majnun as a literary figure in Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889)
Book of Poetry and Poets (Kitab al-Sh*ir wa al-shu‘ara’), Abu al-Faraj al-l1sfahant’s (d. 967) Book
of Songs (Kitab al-Aghani), and the Diwan Majniin Layla. Chapter Two transitions between Arabic

and Persian literary accounts, analyzing how Majnun’s appeals to bondage in the first half of Layli



and Majnun reimagine kinship through sacrificial logic. Chapter Three evaluates Majnun’s
reimagining of kinship by analyzing how Majnun, after creating an alternative society amongst
animals, speaks about ‘ishq as an ontological substance that lies beyond all dualities. The text’s
foregrounding of the animals’ function as protectors of Majnun, however, draws Majnun’s
ontological perspective on unity into question, and suggests that the text’s conception of unity can
be understood as something obtained through embodied relationships. Chapter Four extends the
argument on embodied relationality by examining Layla’s role, arguing that as a lover Layla
critiques Majnun’s perspective by articulating a model of mutual care. | conclude by arguing that
Layli and Majnun suggests the ethical import of ‘iskg in ways that differ from Islamic ethical texts
(akhlaqg) that conceive of the highest form of love as friendship between men of the polis, following
an Avristotelian model. Instead, Layli and Majnun participates in the genre of adab (a term that
weds ethics and aesthetics) as it asks the reader to join a group of potentially mad lovers, and the

text serves as a space for thinking through the relationship between ethics and desire for its readers.
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Note on Transliteration

| have adopted a slightly modified version of the IJMES transliteration system for Arabic
and Persian (see table below). | desire neither to persianize Arabic nor to arabize Persian, and there
is no system that adequately covers both languages. The IJIMES system has the advantage of being
standard for the field of Middle Eastern studies writ large, yet it is based on Arabic pronunciation.
In order to approximate the pronunciation of Persian words, | have included what medieval Arabic

grammarians referred to as “unknown” (majhiil) vowels for Persian words:

Table 1: Transliteration of Arabic and Persian

Ar. Per. Ar. Per. Ar. Per.
s D) r r - f f
- b b J z z 3 q q
< - p J - zh < k k
< t t o S S < g g
& th S o sh sh J I I
d ] J o= s s ¢ m m
z -- ch o= d z O n n
z h h L t > h h
z kh kh L z z g w %
3 d d d ¢ y y
3 dh z ¢ gh gh E a, at a
e« a a o a 9 aw ow
5 il u,o u e ay ay
s 1 i,¢ i e 50 aw ow
& 1y Ty

Many words, however, are shared between Arabic and Persian and I have chosen to adopt Arabic
spelling for sake of consistency unless the word is being used in a specifically Persian construct (
ishq instead of ‘eshg, but Entesharat-e Daneshgah-e Tehran instead of Intisharat). I add short

vowels to Arabic poetry. | drop the particle al- except when it appears in a genitive construct or
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an extended sequence, such as Ahmad al-Ghazali. I keep the genitive ezafa when it is an

established part of a Persian name, e.g. Naser-e Khosrow.

Overall, my goal is to make the project accessible to both specialists and generalists. As
such, | aim for precise transliteration of texts and names, and | copy all Arabic and Persian for
translated passages. Dynasties, toponyms, and titles, however, are readily anglicized and are given
in their most common form without diacritics: Abbasid, Ghaznavid, Seljuk; sultan, caliph. Books
and publications are also rendered in English after first citation, but the original title will always
be cited in the bibliography. | also use Merriam-Webster forms of commonly cited words without
diacritics: Qur’an, Sura. I have also decided to render characters names without transliteration so

as to render the literary figures approachable in English: Majnun, Layla.
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Note on Citations and Translations

Footnote citations of Layli and Majnun refer to the 2008 Sarvatiyan edition using the
shorthand Nezami, Layli and Majnun, page number / chapter number v. (verse number). | use this edition
because it is the most recent and accessible one available, and because it provides both chapter and
line numbers for quick reference. It also has the benefit of referencing twelve manuscripts. | have
occasionally cited divergent readings included in Zanjani’s (1990) edition, which claims access to
an older manuscript but which does not thoroughly explain editorial decisions and references only
five manuscripts at the University of Tehran, and in Babaev’s (1965) edition. All translations are

mine unless otherwise noted.
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Introduction

The Kashmiri-American poet Agha Shahid Ali (d. 2001) opens his ghazal “In Arabic” with
a citation of the love-story of Layla and Majnun. Majnun—the legendary seventh-century poet-
lover whose name means “madman”—serves for Ali as the paradigm of pain. Placing Arabic as
the radif or end-word of each couplet, Ali creates an arena of ambivalence around the language

whose heritage both is and is not his own:

A language of loss? I have some business in Arabic.
Love letters: calligraphy pitiless in Arabic.

At an exhibit of miniatures, what Kashmiri hairs!
Each paisley inked into a golden tress in Arabic.

This much fuss about a language I don't know? So one day
perfume from a dress may let you digress in Arabic.

A "Guide for the Perplexed" was written—believe me—
by Cordoba's Jew—Maimonides—in Arabic.

Majnoon, by stopped caravans, rips his collars, cries "Laila!"
Pain translated is O! much more—not less—in Arabic.!

Calligraphy and miniatures written in Arabic from the Islamic past haunt Ali’s poem as the
Kashmiri speaker claims both familiarity with and distance from a language that causes “this much
fuss.” Maimonides (d. 1204) appears as a reminder, seemingly to the speaker and his addressee,
that the Arabic past itself is a hybrid one, inclusive of non-Muslim figures. Yet the power of an
Arabic heritage again reasserts itself as the speaker claims the love-story of Layla and Majnun to
be “pain translated.” Not only is the story invoked, but also the speaker takes a moment to place it
in a Bedouin setting of passing caravans. Despite the speaker’s ambivalence towards the Arabic

language, it is nevertheless the thing that provides him with a paradigm of ideal love.

1. Agha Shahid Ali contributed to the establishment the formal constraints of the ghazal in American literature,
as can be seen from the anthology he edited, Ravishing DisUnities: Real Ghazals in English (Middleton: Wesleyan
University Press, 2000). This poem is quoted from Ali, Call Me Ishmael Tonight: A Book of Ghazals (New York:
W.W. Norton & Company Inc., 2003), 80-81.
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Ali’s ghazal maintains the form for the next several lines as the speaker continues to evoke
hybridity from within Arabic culture through references to Anton Shammas and Frederico Garcia
Lorca (d. 1936), writers who blend Arabic literary forms with Hebrew and Spanish respectively.?
The final line returns to the subject of love as the poet deploys his name Shahid as a way of

wrestling with its different Persian and Arabic resonances:

They ask me to tell them what Shahid means: Listen, listen:
It means "The Beloved" in Persian, "witness" in Arabic.

The poet’s own name (takhallos) serves as a reminder of multilingual inheritances from the Islamic
past as Persian appears to contest any uniformity of Arabic. Indeed, this line indicates saturation
in the Persian tradition wherein the divine was typically described as “the Beloved” through
mystical poetry that shared a vocabulary with courtly love poetics. Throughout, Ali’s poem
undermines the unitary significance of the Arabic language as the idiom of Islamic heritage even
as it recognizes the power of its recurrence. Within this recurrence, the Arabic love-story of Layla
and Majnun appears as the enduring site of ideal love for any speaker informed by Islamic cultures,
yet the meaning of love itself changes within the many languages of Islam. Beyond its Arabic
beginnings, Majnun’s forsaken love for Layla has served as the subject of innumerable retellings
in Persian, Turkish, Urdu, Hindi, Malay, Kurdish, French, and English literature and cinema. New

citations locate themselves within a mesh of inherited meanings, a process which this project

2. “Writes Shammas: Memory, no longer confused, now is a homeland—
his two languages a Hebrew caress in Arabic.

When Lorca died, they left the balconies open and saw:
On the sea his gasidas stitched seamless in Arabic.”

Anton Shammas is a Palestinian writer known for Hebrew translations of Arabic literature. Frederico Garcia Lorca
adapted his casidas from Spanish renditions of Andalusi-Arabic qasidas. For more on Lorca’s adaptation, see Frederico
Garcia Lorca, Selected Poems (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). See also Ali, Call Me Ishmael
Tonight, 81.
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analyzes by examining the transition from Arabic to Persian of premodern versions of the legend.
As with Ali’s citation of the story, I am interested not only in exploring the story’s roots but also
in how its meaning shifts as it encounters languages beyond Arabic.

My project centers on what the most famous lovers of Islamic literature—the madman-
poet known as Majnun and his beloved, Layla—can teach us about rationality, embodiment, and
the role of love in social life. As an epithet, majniin means one who is possessed (by spirits known
as jinn), mad, or insane, yet this Majnun’s madness pushes him beyond the boundaries of the
human. The overarching plot of the legend’s many versions is that Qays (Majnun’s birth name)
and Layla fall in love as children of related kin living sometime shortly after the arrival of Islam,
Layla’s father marries her to another man, Qays loses his mind and becomes known by his epithet,
Majnun, and finally Majnun lives amongst the animals in the wilderness reciting poetry about
Layla until his death. In Nezam1 Ganjav1’s (d. 1209) Layli and Majnun, a Persian romantic epic
that rewrites its Arabic predecessors, Majnun is described as creating an alternative kingdom
amongst animals in the wilderness. In this kingdom, Majnun exists in a liminal state of being wild
like the beasts and an ambiguously gendered human, and the animals offer themselves to him in
service, which leads to the establishment of an ideal society. Unlike previous scholarship that
focuses on classifying Nezami’s text, my project is driven by questions about the legend’s
meaning: why is the ideal lover a madman who lives amongst the animals? What does his
archetypal life tell us about love, its entanglements with defining the human, and its implications
in social life?

I will focus on the moment of translation from early Arabic poetry to Nezami’s (d. 1209)
Persian romantic epic, Layli and Majnun, which is regarded as the canonical version and is one of

Nezami’s five long narrative poems that set a standard imitated by authors up to the colonial
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period.? In addition to Nezami’s text, I examine Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) Book of Poetry and Poets
(Kitab al-Sh'ir wa al-shu‘ard’), Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahant’s (d. 967) Book of Songs (Kitab al-
Aghani), and an anonymous Diwan that is the longest version of the tale in premodern Arabic.* I
argue that Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun presents a novel theory of love with respect to premodern
Islamic intellectual debates on ‘ishg—a term often translated as radical love, éros, mystical love,
or romantic love.’ It is against the accretion of debates on ‘ishq in the early medieval period that I
will analyze seventh to twelfth century Arabic and Persian renditions to bring forth the conceptual
work of ‘ishqg in Layli and Majnun. Unlike its Arabic literary predecessors that use various terms
for love and desire, Nezam1’s text explicitly thematizes ‘ishg as a force that leads to corporeal
transformation, and it uses inherited motifs of the legend to illustrate how the embodied effects of
ishq can be lived in and beyond social life through the divergent ways in which Layla, Majnun,
and other characters are affected by ‘ishq’s force. The text places these characters and their various
perspectives into dialogic encounter, which allows the reader to filter through different approaches
to ‘ishg and which is a process that simultaneously cultivates the reader’s subjectivity. Overall,

Nezami’s text presents love primarily as an ethical commitment that extends beyond romantic

3. There are approximately eighty versions based on Nezami’s Ganjavi’s (d. 1209) canonical Persian poem
alone. Hasan Dulfaqari cites fifty-nine ‘imitations’ in Persian, while S. Asadollayev lists eighty versions in Persian,
Ottoman Turkish, Chagatay Turkish, Azeri, and Kurdish. It is, then, the most popular love-story of the premodern
Islamic world. For a description of prominent imitations and adaptations in the premodern period, see Asghar Seyed-
Gohrab, “Leyli o Majnun.” Encyclopeedia Iranica, online edition, last modified July 15, 2009.
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/leyli-o-Majnun-narrative-poem

4. The earliest manuscript of this source dates to 1245, but it likely includes sedimented layers of material. The
cataloguer Ibn al-Nadim (d. c. 995) includes an independent work entitled Majniin Layla in his famous Book Catalogue
(Kitab al-Fihrist), which likely points to this work. For a longer discussion, see chapter 1.

5. Omid Safi has translated ‘ishq as radical love, claiming that mystics such as Hallaj (d. 922), ‘Ayn al-Qozat
(d. 1131), and Farid al-Din ‘Attar (d. 1221) fell within a way of thinking best rendered as radical love. Despite careful
philological analysis, Joseph Normet Bell refers to the concept as “eros- ishg, ” and his introductory remarks point to
similarities with platonic and neoplatonic discourse. Throughout this project, I have gestured to historical similarities
between the deployment of these two terms in philosophical and medical discourse, yet I additionally resist equating
‘ishq with éros given the meanings now associated with the latter in English. See Omid Safi, Radical Love (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), xxi and Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1979), 25.

4



attachment to address issues of communal belonging. Locating how the text’s ethical
preoccupations differ from systems of religious ethics, I maintain that its conception of love
envisions a community beyond normative kinship, and that it serves as a place for its readers to
think through the relationship between desire and ethics within the constraints of social life.

I choose to leave ‘ishg untranslated throughout this project to locate its significance both
in Layli and Majnun and in contemporaneous Islamic intellectual discourse. While I translate terms
such hubb/mahabba or hawa/shahwat as love or lust specifically, ‘ishg is a more ambiguous term.
I historicize its deployment alongside the specific demands placed on the body by premodern
Muslim thinkers who considered the relationship between divine and romantic love to be mutually
informative. This is not to say that from the perspective of modern, English-language scholarship
I have unmediated access to a temporally and linguistically distant concept.® Instead, my intention
is to analyze the deployment of the concept in medieval versions of the legend, a concept which
enhanced the philosophical import of the story. By emphasizing ‘ishq, Nezami’s Layli and Majnun
weaves together philosophical and mundane registers as it probes and illustrates the corporeal
effects of desire and of what it means to love.

I. Literature review
Previous scholarship has interpreted Layli and Majnun as either a fictional romance or as

a mystical allegory. Instead of reinforcing this divide, this dissertation thinks with both registers

6. This project’s usage of shqg limits the critical language through which the comparative study of religion and
literature occurs by pointing to a specific context. It is not intended, however, to be an accurate representation of an
“emic” concept. Alexander Beecroft has outlined how using the emic as “a critical methodology as an outside observer
(or even as an ‘inside’ observer speaking to a scholarly, therefore always already partially ‘outside’ audience) is
already to begin the transition from emic to etic.” Indeed, as Beecroft points out, “one of the dangers of a scholarly
methodology that overemphasizes the emic is that it runs the risk of reifying as meaningful and structuring indigenous
concepts or terms whose meanings were or are in fact contested within the culture itself.” Leaving ‘ishq untranslated
allows us to see how it appears in different historical discourses in different ways, which offer a backdrop for
understanding its specific deployment in Layli and Majnun. See Alexander Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature:
From Antiquity to the Present Day (New York: Verso, 2015), 31.

5



to show how Layli and Majnun illustrates similarities in approach to romantic and mystical love
and reflects on the place of excessive love in everyday life. This section outlines previous
scholarship on the legend, first in the narrow sense of scholarship direction on its medieval Persian
and Arabic versions, and then in a wider sense of how this scholarship fits into a larger paradigm
of western views on premodern Islamic sexualities.

Scholarship on Layli and Majnun in English begins with James Atkinson’s nineteenth
century translation, which is loose adaptation of the original that makes generalizations in its
introduction, declaring, for example, that “human nature is everywhere the same.”” After Rudolf
Gelpke’s more scholarly translation of Layli and Majnun into German in 1963, scholarship on the
legend in the eighties and early nineties focused on archetypal attributes of Majnun.® As‘ad
Khairallah, in his comparative study of Ibn Qutayba (d. 889), al-Walibi (f. c. 9* century), and ‘Abd
al-Rahman Jam1’s (d. 1492) Persian version of the story, pointed to the universal appeal of what
he calls “the Majniin figure” who he states archetypally “expresses a collective need for rebellion
against the rationalist claims of society.” Michael Dols wrote a comprehensive study on madness
in medieval Islamic society titled Majniin: The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society, and when
focusing on Majnun as a literary character stipulated various ways in which he could be coded as

one who stands outside the normative limits of the human at the time.!°

7. It is not clear to me which critical edition Atkinson uses, and his translation reads as an adaptation. See James
Atkinson, Laili and Majnun: A Poem (London: A.J. Valpy., 1836), vi-xiii.

8. Rudolf Gelpke’s translation is based on the Dastgerdi critical edition, although it is a prose summation. The
English edition was published by Bruno Cassirer in 1966, and later republished by Shambhala Publications in 1978.
See Rudolf Gelpke, The Story of Layla and Majnun (New York: Omega Publications, 2011), ix.

9. See As‘ad Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry: An interpretation of the Magniin Legend (Beirut: Beirutur
Texte und Studien, 1980), 1-5.

10. Michael Dols specifically delineates forms of “socially recognized madness,” or madness that does not
need to be treated, such as “the excessive love in the otherwise sane, the wisdom of the fool, or the divine love of the
mystic,” of which Majnun could fit in any of these categories. See Michael W. Dols, Majniin: The Madman in
Medieval Islamic Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 4.

6



On the Arabic material more specifically, Ruqayya Khan’s dissertation and recent
monograph on the Majnun section of Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahant’s (d. 967) Book of Songs (Kitab al-
Aghani) is the most comprehensive study to date.!! In her 2020 monograph, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid
Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majniin Layla Story, Khan reads Majnun as a construct of what
she terms the “bedouin cosmos” whose “cultural primitivism” fascinated and aided Abbasid elites
in their processes of self-definition through difference.!? Khan builds on Jaroslav Stetkeyvch’s
understanding of the mytho-poetic function of the Najd region as the site of homeland in early
Arabic literature and puts forth a historically grounded reading of Majnun’s popularity in the early
Abbasid period, although she negates potential mystical associations in the Arabic material and
does not address the continued popularity of the story beyond its Arabic beginnings.!* Renate
Jacobi’s work on the ‘udhri ghazal—the earliest poetic form attributed to Majnun—compares the
sense of time in pre-Islamic poetry to the early ghazal and demonstrates how the latter represents
a new concept of love through a heightened, subjectively experienced present.!41 cite Jacobi’s

understanding alongside Suzanne Stetkeyvch’s work on gender in pre-Islamic poetry in order to

11. Rugayya Khan, "Sexuality and Secrecy in the Medieval Arabic Romance of ‘Majntin Layla,”" (PhD diss.,
University of Pennsylvania, 1997).

12. Ruqayya Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnun Layla Story (New York:
Routledge, 2020), 13-19.

13. Khan states that a mystical or allegorizing tendency belongs to the Persian tradition. Jaroslav Stetkeyvch,
in discussing the central role of the Najd in classical Arabic literature, claims that for both geopolitical and mythopoetic
reasons the Najd “historically and legendarily enjoyed an undisputed claim to autochthony as regards purity of lineage
and correctness of the Arabic language.” On these mythopoetic reasons, Stetkeyvch claims that Majnun as a character
was invented to accommodate fellings of a regional nostalgic spirit that sentimentalized the memory of a pristine
Bedouin homeland. The Arabic material, while it does develop out of poetic traditions associated with Bedouinity,
nevertheless cannot be reduced to a juxtaposition with a Persian mystical approach as it likewise contains motifs of
awe and wonder that resonate with mystical poetics. See Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities, 2 and
Jaroslav Stetkeyvch, The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasib (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 122.

14. Through a detailed comparison between a poem of Abti Dhu ayb al-Hudhali (d. 649) and the poetry of
‘udhrt poet Jamil (d. c. 701), Jacobi concludes that “time exists and can be experienced in the present only, the past
and the future being an ‘extension of the mind.” Both the poet of the nasib and the poet of the ghazal speak within the
present, but their experience of time is different, for the first ‘extends his mind’ towards the past, whereas the second
is turned to the future.” See Jacobi, “Time and Reality in the ‘Nasib’ and ‘Ghazal’,” Journal of Arabic Literature, Vol.
16 (1985), 15-17.
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think toward what kind of masculinity is put forth by the ‘udhri ghazal specifically, as well as
build on Rugayya Khan’s work by additionally examining the Diwan.!>

Scholars of Persian literature in the late eighties and early nineties read Nezami's Layli and
Majnun primarily as a romance. J. C. Biirgel and Julie Scott Meisami read Nezam1’s corpus as a
whole through a humanist lens that promotes values such as justice, non-violence, and the
magnified presence of women.!¢ Both of these scholars read Nezami’s work laterally, yielding
insights on the overall emphasis placed on humanity, the depth of psychological insight, and the
power of poetry that can be found across Nezami’s works. Meisami’s interest in romance as a
genre led her to compare depictions of love in Fakhr al-Din Gorgani (c. 11" century) and Nezami,
which she read comparatively with the philosophical-ethical approach of Nasir al-Din TusT that
emphasizes the perfectibility of the self.!” While Nezam1’s other protagonists such as Bahram of
the Haft Peykar or Khosrow of Khosrow and Shirin fit neatly into her overall approach, Majnun’s
arc does not lend itself to Meisami’s emphasis on love as a way toward perfectibility of the self,
and as such she claimed that Majnun represents a “negative exemplum” whose perfection is

“perverse.”!8 For Meisami, Layli and Majnun should primarily be understood in negative terms; it

15. Specifically, I engage Stetkeyvch’s approach to sa ‘alik (brigand) poets as an inversion of a rite-of-passage
that is similar to Majnun’s being cast out of his kinship group. See Suzanne Stetkeyvch, The Mute Immortals Speak:
Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual (Ithica and London: Cornell University Press, 1993), 119-159.

16. Although both scholars take a “secular” approach to the text, Biirgel following Gelpke highlights the tragic
undertones of Majnun’s character whereas Meisami focuses on Majnun as a kind of “negative exemplum” to models
of justice present in Nezami’s other romances. For a larger discussion see J.C. Biirgel, “The Idea of Non-Violence in
the Epic Poetry of Nezami,” Edebiyat: The Journal of Middle Eastern Literatures NS, vol. 9, no. 1 (1998): 61-84 and
Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 18.

17. In comparing Western and Persian romances, Meisami suggests that a main difference lies in the Persian
romance’s protagonist being typically characterized as a lover first, as opposed to a warrior. In her view, love in
Persian romance becomes the primary vehicle through which protagonists reach the “higher” aims of justice. While
her reading emphasizes the kind of moral seriousness that is easily discernible in Nezami, the constant comparison to
philosophical ethics undermines the primary vehicle of storytelling and the fact that literature can constructively
respond to philosophy. See Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 131-137 and 230-236.

18. “Majnun’s madness causes his poetry to provide... not guidance toward right conduct (the proper function
of poetry) but misguidance - it is, in short, a negative exemplum.” “Majnun’s ultimate goal is to feed and enhance this
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offers the reader a way of seeing love gone wrong, and the moral passivity of its protagonist should
be contrasted to the ennobling quests undertaken by the protagonists of Nezami’s other works.
Criticizing such an approach, Asghar Seyed-Gohrab in the early 2000s interpreted Layli
and Majnun as informed by contemporary mystical discourse after the infusion of erotic
terminology into Persian works on transcendental love initiated by Ahmad Ghazali (d. 1126).1°
Through this lens, Seyed-Gohrab offers a more positive reading of Majnun by demonstrating
certain thematic affinities between representations of the feats of asceticism and the suffering of a
lover. Significantly, Seyed-Gohrab differs from Meisami’s approach by asserting that Majnun does
not represent a morally passive figure, and instead characterizes Majnun’s isolation as a willful
choice that shows one’s devotion to love.?’ Although Seyed-Gohrab at times alludes to the fact
Layli and Majnun should be read on multiple levels, his monograph demonstrates a view that a
nuanced understanding of the work “demands a profound knowledge of the mystical tradition”
through its constant reference to contemporary mystical theories.?! Moreover, Seyed-Gohrab

(113

classifies Layli and Majnun as an “‘udhrite romance” due to its emphasis on separation, suffering,
and death, and he does not attempt a lateral reading with Nezam1’s other works or with the formal

characteristics of the Persian masnavi tradition.?? On the other hand, Kamran Talattof has recently

image (of the beloved); while the quest may lead to the image’s perfection, such perfection is perverse, since it is
accomplished at the cost of his own humanity.” See Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 165-172.

19. Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, Layli and Majniin: Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in Nezami's Epic Romance

(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 14.
20. Seyed-Gobhrab criticized Meisami, Sirjani, and Dols for refusing to recognize any ascetic or mystical interpretation
of the character of Majnun given the fact that contemporary love theory so frequently overlapped the physical traits
of a lover and an ascetic. This criticism becomes especially apparent in his discussion of isolation, wherein he offers
readings from Ghazali and Hujwir1 to situate self-isolation in a mystical context as well as alludes to the fact that
Nezami himself chose a secluded life. See Seyed-Gohrab, Laylt and Majniin, 90-110.

21. Seyed-Gohrab, Layli and Majnin, 337.

22. Seyed-Gohrab devoted a chapter to Nezami’s rhetorical use of language, as well as offered some structural
commentary on how through his introductions Nezami “creates a semi-mystical arena and places the actual story
inside of it.” The majority of his analysis centered on reading Majnun as a mystical lover, and Seyed-Gohrab did not
go into further depth on the significance of formal narrative techniques. See Seyed-Gohrab, Layli and Majniin, 58-61.
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read the work laterally against Nezam1’s other works to assert that a “literary” reading casts doubt
on any associations of Nezami with religious or mystical intent.?

As such, there is no current scholarly consensus on how to interpret Layli and Majnun, or
how Nezamt’s retelling relates to the earlier Arabic material. On the former question, Meisami and
Seyed-Gohrab represent divergent tendencies of classifying the work primarily as a secular
romance or as a mystical work with allegorizing tendencies, respectively. Dick Davis, in his 2020
translation of Layli and Majnun, largely follows Seyed-Gohrab by drawing attention to the
presence of references to Sufism or Sufi beliefs within a love story that, in his view, should be
thought of as spiritual. His reading, however, relies on imposing a dichotomy of carnal and spiritual
love that results in his characterization of Nezami as a prim, proper, and Victorian-esque poet.?*
This relies on a notably Christian formulation of a dichotomy between carnal and spiritual love,
as well as overlooks the sensual aspects of the work and of Nezami’s other works. Asceticism
varies across religious traditions and there is no reason that Nezami’s appeals to spirituality need
to be read as a denial of human sexuality. On the latter question of how Nezami’s poem relates to
the Arabic material, both Khairallah and Seyed-Gohrab have addressed certain archetypal traits
that are associated with Majnun’s character—Khairallah more confident in mystical dimensions

of the Arabic material than Seyed-Gohrab—without attention to shifts in literary form from a

multiplicity of quasi-biographical accounts to a unified narrative written in verse.

23. Kamran Talattof, Nezami Ganjavi and Classical Persian Literature: Demystifying the Mystic (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), vii and 175-203.

24. Davis primarily contrasts Nezami to the poet Fakhr al-Din Gorgani (f. 11th century), who he claims is
primarily concerned with carnal rather than spiritual love whereas Nezami, “in introducing a didactic, spiritual, and
implicitly Islamic or at least Sufi dimension into the romance narrative... redefines the genre.” Davis’ later
characterization of Nezami as a ““how to live, what to do’ sort of poet” seems to me apt to the extent that this invokes
a kind of pragmatism and complicates his own claim that NezamT is concerned with spiritual instead of carnal love.
The translation, moreover, does not include Nezami’s lengthy introduction. See Dick Davis, Layli and Majnun:
Nezami Ganjavi (Fredricksburg: Mage Publishers, 2020), xxiii-xxiv.
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Rather than classifying Nezami’s work as either secular romance or mystical allegory, I
compare Arabic and Persian versions with Islamic intellectual debates on ‘ishg to approach the
specificity with which Layli and Majnun asks the reader to consider multiple registers that subvert
any modern division between literary and religious texts. I attempt to avoid generalizations such
as Atkinson’s that seek to have the work speak to any universal human nature. Conversely, I would
also like to eschew any sense of civilizational difference as this project approaches attitudes
towards the body and towards sexuality in Islamic contexts. Historically, many from Euro-
American cultures have seen “Islamic civilization” as a decadent and licentious mirror of a more
refined, if more prudish, West. Indeed, the Orientalist view of pre-nineteenth century Islamic
sexualities reinforced a sense of difference through repetitive tropes.2> Such a view finds its way
into the first volume of Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality as he declares the modern, Western
view of sexuality as scientific contrasts to “ancient” and “Eastern” views on the ars erotica usage
of the body.? Foucault’s view undoes the Orientalist view to a certain extent insofar as he rejects
civilizational contrast by positing similarity between “ancient” and “Eastern” views on sex, yet the
rejoinder to “Eastern” as an entire way of viewing the body overgeneralizes to the point of
becoming a trope. This backdrop of Euro-American views on “Eastern” embodiment places a

project like mine into a minefield of potentially repeating such tropes and generalizations.

25. Edward Said traces the institutionalization of Orientalist study to the eighteenth century, and he identifies
despotism, splendor, and sensuality as tropes that are repeated in Euro-American art and scholarship since that time.
On sensuality, Said cites the examples of Gustave Flaubert’s (d. 1880) depiction of Kucuk Hanem (d. 1870) and
Victorian pornographic novels as examples of depictions of “Eastern” sensuality. See Edward Said, Orientalism
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1978), 11-16.

26. Michel Foucault traces the establishment of medical, scientific discourse on sex in the West to the early
nineteenth century, which he labels as sciential sexualis. Foucault contrasts this view with the art erotica (which
influenced in his view “China, Japan, India, Rome, and the Arabo-Moslem societies™) wherein truths about sex are
drawn from practical and experiential knowledge obtained through master-disciple relationships. The issue with this
contrast is that it only allows for change within Western societies while the cultures named remain frozen or static,
and it does not acknowledge the medical treatment of sex in the premodern world. See Michel Foucault, The History
of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction, translated by Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 54-73.
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Rather than speaking generally, I suggest that Nezam1’s adoption of ‘ishg as a concept in
the romantic epic is a part of the larger spread of Persianate literary culture specific to the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. With the rise of Persian local dynasties such as the Buyyids, Taherids, and
Samanids and the decline of actual power held by the Abbasid caliphal seat in Baghdad, Persian
was slowly adopted as the language of the courts.?” Eventually, throughout Central and South Asia,
Persian competed with Arabic as a language of cosmopolitan influence, dominating literary culture
in these regions even as Arabic remained the language of authoritative discourses such as law and
medicine.?® It is within this world—a world which Mana Kia and others have referred to as “the
Persianate”—that I maintain Nezam1’s approach to ‘ishg developed.?’ The bulk of this dissertation
looks to the prehistory of Nezami’s adoption of ‘ishq in Layli and Majnun with an eye towards the
fact that this Persianate milieu reformulated inherited Arabic and Islamic concepts in a new

cosmopolitan idiom. Instead of an “eastern” conception of love writ large, this is a Persianate

27. The major impetus came with Isma ‘1l Samani’s (d. 907) widespread empire used Persian as a form of self-
legitimization and patronized the earliest Persian court poets. When the Turkic Ghaznavid empire took over and
extended much of Samanid territory, they continued the practice of patronizing Persian letters, which became standard
for many Turkic dynasties that followed. For an overview of this formative period, see David Morgan, Medieval
Persia 1040-1797 (New York: Routledge, 2016), 11-34.

28. Citing the approaches to vernacularity by Sheldon Pollock and Alexander Beecroft, Franklin Lewis has
characterized new Persian as an atypical cosmopolitan language that “eventually grew to displace or usurp to some
degree the cosmopolitan language (Arabic) with which it found itself in competition.” This approach helps with
recognizing language power differentials in the premodern Islamic world, which did not have a unitary cosmopolitan
language. See Franklin Lewis, “A Book of Kings as the King of Books: The Shahnameh of Ferdowsi,” in A Companion
to World Literature: 601 CE to 1450 CE Epic and Community, edited by K. Seigneurie (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell,
2020), 4; Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and Power in Premodern
India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 254 and 262; Alexander Beecroft, An Ecology of World
Literature, 98.

29. Mana Kia points to the shared heritage of “ethical, literary, and commemorative texts” written in Persian
between peoples of Central, South, and West Asia as inheritors of the Timurid Empire (c. 1370-1507). The contours
of this world have also been traced in a series of essays in a recent edited volume by Nile Green. In my view, the
romantic epic (masnavi) form could be considered a Persianate literary form even as it was adopted in other literary
languages such as Ottoman and Classical Kurdish. However, unlike Kia, I do not think it is helpful to say that people
living in this Persianate world were “Persian,” given the modern ethnic connotations such a term denotes. See Mana
Kia, Persianate Selves: Memories of Place and Origin Before Nationalism (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2020), 9-11 and Nile Green, ed., The Persianate World: The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca (Oakland:
University of California Press, 2019).
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conception that is specific to the readers of romantic epics. The aim of this project is to historicize
Nezam1’s deployment of ‘ishg within a wider web to bring forth its conceptual work in Layli and
Majnun, which I maintain has the potential to speak back to approaches to desire today.
I1. The ethics of desire

I have included the phrase “the ethics of desire” in my title for two methodological reasons.
The first is that thinking of ‘ishg as a concept intervenes upon theories of desire in the academy
today that stem from a limited archive of Eurocentric examples. These theories primarily derive
from psychoanalysis, which I will outline below alongside a detracting view. Working against the
uneven playing field of symbolic capital in humanistic inquiry, I attempt to locate the specificity
with which premodern Islamic thinkers conceived of ‘ishq as a critical aspect of the formation of
human subjectivity. The second reason is more specific to Nezami’s deployment of ‘ishg in Layli
and Majnun, which has ethical import insofar as the text connects the question of desire to social
relations by rethinking kinship. These two reasons are interrelated as rethinking kinship is not,
according to theoretical approaches today, always the focal point of conceptualizing desire and
thus Nezam1’s deployment of ‘ishg offers us an alternative approach.

Theoretical approaches to desire today regularly consider it a fundamental part of human
subjectivity. Jacques Lacan’s approach to psychoanalysis is a primary register through which
desire was and is theorized today.*® Lacan’s work reformulates Freudian psychoanalysis towards

analysis of a subject that comes into being through language.®! Lacan indicates that unlike other

30. For example, Judith Butler relies upon Lacan’s work as a way of contesting any ontology of gender through
Lacan’s emphasis on sex as a product of the force of the prohibition of desire. See Judith Buter, Gender Trouble (New
York: Routledge, 1990), 38 and 75, and Bodies that Matter (New York: Routledge, 1993), 62-71.

31. For a lucid overview of Lacan’s work, see Jacqueline Rose’s introduction in Jacques Lacan, Feminine
Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the école freudienne, edited by Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose (New York: W.W.
Norton and Pantheon Books, 1985), 27-59.
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post-Freudian interpretations, the formation of sexual identity must not be reduced to biological
factors due to the mythic nature of the Oedipal complex. Instead, the moment of castration (also
referred to by Lacan as the paternal metaphor) should be understood as the child’s coming into
being through language by taking up the position of a signifier who uses words to signify what
they lack. Desire stems from a want of something other than what is signified through language,
and it functions as that which forestalls complete satisfaction. The idea of complete satisfaction
belongs to the realm of fantasy, and Lacan appeals to courtly love as a key example for explaining
a fantastical desire of wholeness in subjectivity. The idealized woman of courtly love becomes a
total object of fantasy for the desiring subject, and Lacan laments the pretense upheld in courtly
discourse that external obstacles keep the desiring subject from his object of desire.*? Instead of
dwelling in this perpetuation, Lacan suggests that it is the goal of psychoanalysis to expose the
fantasy of unity, causing a rupture between what he terms the object a—cause of desire—and the
Other, which in the courtly love example is the woman. The overall goal of this exposure is to
recall “the moment of fundamental division through which the subject entered language.”? Desire
results from a perpetuated wish to fill this lack of certainty within the subject.

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s approach to desire offers the most thorough critique of

the psychoanalytic approach. Invoking Marxist analysis, Deleuze and Guattari ground their

32. Without historical references, Lacan states that “Courtly love is an altogether refined way of making up for
the absence of sexual relation by pretending that it is we who put an obstacle to it. It is truly the most staggering thing
that has ever been tried. But how can we expose its fraud?” Lacan later adds that, “Earlier I made an allusion to courtly
love, which appeared at the point when homosexual dmusement had fallen into supreme decadence, into that sort of
impossible bad dream called feudalism. In such depths of political degeneracy, it must have become noticeable that
on the side of the woman, there was something which really would no longer do.” It is difficult to pin down what
Lacan is talking about beyond a gesture towards medieval history, yet the recurrence of the example of courtly love
indicates that it undergirds his saying “the woman does not exist,” which, beyond this particular example, is meant to
make a subject realize the impossibility of obtaining their desires. See Lacan, Feminine Sexuality, 141 and 156.

33. For a nuanced explanation of how the courtly love example aligns with Lacanian terminology, see
Jacqueline Rose’s introduction in Lacan, Feminine Sexuality, 50-53.
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arguments in Anti-Oedipus in the historical processes of capitalism to argue that desire cannot be
reduced to a universal lack felt by a subject as a result of the Oedipal complex, and they insist that
desire is instead produced by the infrastructure of capitalist production.** As with Lacan’s
linguistic approach, Deleuze and Guattari break down any sense of a unified subject, yet their
materialist analysis focuses on how subjects are comprised of flows that they term “desiring
machines.”® They characterize the industrial world as an endless flow of production that occurs
at a microlevels—analyzing elements such as blood, saliva, money, electricity—which are
channeled by capitalist systems into productive use. The goal of their analysis is not an exposure
of lack in the individual subject, but rather a channeling of the flow of desire towards anti-capitalist
assemblages.

While offering a universal language, Lacan and Deleuze and Guattari’s analyses
foreground the Oedipal complex, even as the latter pair underscore the late nineteenth-century
bourgeois family conditions under which Freud originally reread the Greek myth. This myth is a
cultural narrative that scripts particular ways of relating to formative moments of subjectivity in
early childhood. Rather than applying these paradigms, my work asks what happens when our
terms for conceptualizing love and desire come from a different site of imagining? While love and

desire might be concepts fundamental to human subjectivity across histories and cultures, these

34. Wendy Grace articulates how Anti-Oedipus differs from other Marxist analyses by focusing on the
microlevels of molecules and flows that are considered by Deleuze and Guattari as not a prat of the natural world, but
instead as elements of production. This leads to their declaration that “desire is part of the infrastructure.” See Wendy
Grace, “Faux Amis: Foucault and Deleuze on Sexuality and Desire,” in Critical Inquiry, vol. 36, no. 1 (Autumn 2009):
62 and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. by Robert Hurley, Mark
Seem, and Helen R. Lane (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 104.

35. Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge insights gleaned from Lacan in a note that states “Lacan’s admirable
theory of desire appears to us to have two poles: one related to ‘the object small a’ as a desiring-machine, which
defines desire in terms of a real production, thus going beyond both any idea of need and any idea of fantasy; and the
other related to the ‘great Other’ as a signifier, which reintroduces certain notions of lack.” As such, their approach to
desire differs from Lacan’s by refusing to locate any primary signifier. See Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 27.
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theorists think outwards from a specifically Christian or Eurocentric framework that universalizes
particular narratives.*® Thinking with literatures from what is now associated with the global south,
I respond to Aamir Mulfti’s call to “radicalize philology” by insisting that premodern Persian and
Arabic texts think conceptually about desire and embodiment.’” Analyzing ‘ishg does not have to
only mean locating it within its contextual milieu (which in any philological project would always
be important). It can also mean considering how these works frame subjectivity as connected to
desire, which disrupts dominant approaches to desire and subjectivity today.

Instead of exposing lack or channeling desire towards anti-capitalist assemblages,
Nezami’s formulation of desire through ‘ishqg intends for the reader to rethink kinship. The moment
of encounter fundamental to a shift in subjectivity is not that of the parent-child relationship, but
rather that of a meeting between young lovers. Iterative experiences of love beyond normative
kinship follow. In both the Arabic and Persian versions that I study, the initial meeting between
Layla and Majnun leads to their being placed at odds with a society whose kinship structure—a
structure that traffics in women through familial bonds sealed through marriage—prohibits their

union.?® The lovers’ subjectivity in these early sources forms counter to their society and it is

36. Paul Kottmann and Alain Badiou’s work offer the latest philosophical approaches to love as through
readings of Shakespeare, Plato, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Proust, and Lacan. See Paul A. Kottmann, Love as Human
Freedom (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017) and Alain Badiou, /n Praise of Love, with Nicolas Truong (New
York: The New Press, 2012).

37. Aamir Mufti has interrogated the category of “world literature” by insisting that philological labor make
diverse forms of textuality visible. Mufti argues that “the critique of Orientalism must ultimately take us to the
Orientalized spaces themselves.” See Aamir Mufti, “Orientalism and the Institution of World Literatures,” in Critical
Inquiry, Vol. 36, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 461.

38. The phrase “traffic in women” was originally coined by Claude Lévi-Stauss whose work analyzed marriage
as a most basic form of gift exchange in which women were the most prized gifts. I follow Eve Sedgwick in relying
upon Gayle Rubin’s reformulation of the phrase towards an understanding of how the subordination of women can be
seen as a product of male-dominated kinship systems. The kinship system represented in the versions of the legend of
Layla and Majnun that I study should be considered a representation and not as historical fact. Sedgwick’s analysis
allows for unpacking how structural elements of this imagined society impact the legend’s overarching plot. See Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2016), 3 and 25-27 and Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of
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scripted in gendered ways as Majnun’s character voices critiques of the kinship structure publicly
while Layla can only critique it in private. Yet instead of a sense of desire forestalled as with a
Lacanian approach, Nezam1’s version of the legend foregrounds the radical potential of desire
temporarily realized. ‘Ishq is thematized throughout the text as leading to corporeal actions that
exceed the confines of sexuality. Even as the text inscribes certain sexual norms, it likewise
indicates that the corporeal effects of ‘ishg include ethical actions such as care and generosity, the
inscribing of which become the goal of the text’s thematization of ‘ishq itself. As with Deleuze
and Guattari’s approach, there is a channeling of the force of desire, yet in Nezami1’s text the ethical
actions that stem from ‘%shq create a vision of community beyond contemporaneous models of
kinship.

As such, the bulk of this project methodologically engages with premodern intellectual
discourses on ‘ishq to enable a better close reading of Nezami’s text. Textual and philological
analysis allows for building an alternative ground from which non-Eurocentric epistemologies can
emerge. I likewise employ theoretical insights from queer theory and animal studies that help
illuminate the textual focus on kinship. I draw specifically from José Esteban Mufioz’s articulation

of queer futurity beyond reproduction, as well as queer feminist approaches to communal care.*

Sex,” in Toward an Anthropology of Women, edited by Rayna R. Reiter (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975),
175-180.

39. In response to Lee Edelman’s critique of reproductive futurity, queer theory since the early 2000s has
focused on how temporal distortions can become a resource for political imagination. I draw from José Esteban
Muiioz’s approach to collectivity, which allows for an imagining of futurity beyond reproduction by focusing on
quotidian moments of community. I likewise draw from Elizabeth Freeman’s work on chrononormativity as a way
of bringing forth the consequences of temporalities that center on biological reproduction by pointing to the political
power of Majnun’s way of stalling time. Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson’s approach to caring queerly moreover
informs my reading of Nezam1’s portrayal of Layla as a lover as illustrative of an attempt to reimagine normative
social relations. See Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke University Press,
2004); José Esteban Muioz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: New York
University Press, 2009), 5-13; Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2010), 137-143; Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson, “Disability, Debility, and Caring Queerly,” in
Social Text Vol. 38 Issue 4 (2020): 77-88.
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These models help with unpacking the political work of Nezami’s imagining of a collectivity
beyond biological relatedness. Recent work in animal studies that follows Jacques Derrida’s
critique of logocentrism likewise foregrounds kinship by reconsidering the species divide.*
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Cary Wolfe, and others have applied this critique to literary texts that
consider animals as alternative kin.*! This approach is useful for illumination of Majnun’s
relationship with animals as an alternative society that critiques the human society from which he
flees, as well as for underscoring linkages between madness and animality embedded within the
legend. These theoretical fields serve as resources from which I draw to illustrate aspects of how
Nezam1’s text imagines alternative ways of being related, and none of them are used to unitarily
explain the work. Instead, they are employed in order to illustrate how the text is reimagining
kinship through its specific deployment of ‘ishg and to make this reimagining legible by
connecting it to related discourse in the present. I now turn to an intellectual-historical map of
discourses on ‘shq, which provides the groundwork for locating Nezam1’s deployment.
I11. ‘Ishq across genres

Ibn Sina (d. 1037) begins his short treatise on love (Risala fi al- ‘ishq) by detailing the
erotics of metaphysics. The first chapter declares that all beings evidently have “a natural desire

and an inborn love ( ishg) and it necessarily follows that love ( ‘ishq) in all things is the reason for

40. Derrida’s critique brings into question the terms through which non-human animals and humans have
historically been differentiated—namely, through the latter’s capacity for rationality and speech. See Jacques Derrida,
The Beast & the Sovereign, 2 vols., ed. by Michel Lisse, Marie-Louise Mallet, and Ginette Michaud and trans. by
Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009/2011).

41. I draw in particular from Cohen’s work as it situates animal studies within medieval studies. For a useful
overview of how animal studies has impacted humanistic research, see Cary Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human: ‘Animal
Studies’ and the Humanities,” in PMLA Vol. 124, no. 2 (March 2009): 564-575. See also Jeffrey Jerome Cohen,
“Inventing with Animals in the Middle Ages,” in Engaging with Nature: Essays on the Natural World in Medieval
and Early Modern Europe, ed. by Barbara A. Hanawalt and Lisa J. Kiser (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press).
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their existence.”? ‘Ishq for Ibn Sina emanates from the divine as the force that enlivens all being,
and simultaneously is that in which all being consists.** The diffusion of ‘ishq into all essences
leads to their longing for the divine, which is the source of ‘ishq itself and which serves as the
backdrop for Ibn Stna’s exploration for how different types of souls strive to transcend the material
world.

Yet if we step back from this high philosophical register, we can see that Ibn Sina’s
emphasis on metaphysical erotics has an impact on how he views human love. Indeed, Ibn Stna’s
treatise proceeds by detailing that the inborn love of all beings is manifest according to their rank,
which follows a traditional Aristotelian hierarchy of organisms by moving upwards from
inanimate objects to animals to humans and finally back to the divine itself.** The chapter on
human love is curiously titled, “ ‘ishq of the refined ones (zurafa’) and the young (fityan) for
beautiful faces.” > This recalls both the ideal of refinement upheld by poet-lovers in
contemporaneous courtly love poetry and the Sufi practice of gazing at young boys.*® Though

potentially controversial, Ibn Sina’s evocation of the love of physical beauty offers a window into

42.
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“It is evident that every single designed being has natural desire (shawq) and inborn love and it necessarily follows

that ‘ishq is in all things the reason for their existence.” Ibn Sina, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, edited by Husayn Siddiq and
Rawiyah Jamiis (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 2005), 49.

43. Tbn Sina frequently refers to this divine form of ‘ishq as al- ‘ishq al-kulli (comprehensive/universal ‘ishq).
Ibn Sina, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, 51.

44. Aristotle formulates this chain of beings in dialogue with Platonic approaches in his History Animalium.
For an overview, see Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1964), 24-67.

45.
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Ibn Sina, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, 65.

46. I detail the ideal of refinement in chapter two. For an overview of the Sufi practice of gazing at young boys
(shahid-bazr), See Lloyd Ridgeon, “The Controversy of Shaykh Awhad al-Din Kirmani and Handsome, Moon-Faced
Youths: A Case Study of Shahiz-Bazi in Medieval Sufism,” in Journal of Sufi Studies 1,1 (January 2012): 3-30.
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the inevitably corporeal connotations of the concept of ‘ishg as it was known by poets and Sufis
even as he posits a spiritual, philosophical view. Drawing on a hadith that directs the believer to
“seek satisfaction of your needs in beautiful faces,” Ibn Sina concretizes this satisfaction into three
actions: embracing, kissing, and sexual intercourse.*’ The latter is reprehensible lest it is for the
“rational” purpose of reproduction and needs to be according to religious law. As for embracing
and kissing, if their aim is to “draw near and unite (they are) not abominable or corrupting, and
one who loves with ‘shq in this way is a refined youth and this is the ‘ishg of refinement and

manliness (muriwa).”*® For Ibn Sina, kissing and embracing are embodied actions that are
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“And three things follow from ‘%shq for beautiful faces in humankind: the first is love of embracing it, the second is
love of kissing it, and third is love of intercourse with it.” Ibn Stna, Risala fi al- ishq, 73-74.
48.
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Love of intercourse indeed is a type of ‘ishg specific to the animal soul. The increase of its share reaches to the station

of a companion, no, a master, and it is not a tool. And that is very ugly. Rather, rational ‘ishq is not purified unless the

animal faculty is tamed to the utmost extent. Therefore with respect the lover (al- ‘ashiq) who pursues his beloved with

this need is suspect, except if this need has a rational reason, I mean in pursuit of reproduction. And that is impossible

with a man and with a woman forbidden by religious law is vile. That aim is not to be permitted nor regarded
appropriate except for a man with his woman or his property.

And as for embracing and kissing, if the purpose of them were to come near and unite, and that is because the soul
wishes (fawadda) to incline to its beloved (ma ‘ashiiga-ha) by the sense of touch or it inclines to him by the sense of
sight, these two are not reprehensible in their essence. However, excessive, lustful (shahwaniya) matters follow them
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permissible, and perhaps even recommended, as they affirm the status of a refined young man.
Despite his emphasis on ‘ishq as a metaphysical force, Ibn Stna acknowledges that ‘ishg carries
connotations that are inescapably attached to the body, a body that cannot be separated from the
soul.

Ibn Sina’s treatise gives a window into the complexity of the concept of ‘ishg, a concept
which became an important site for physicians, philosophers, mystics, and poets to negotiate the
boundaries of corporeality in the medieval Islamic world. This creates a web against which
Nezami’s text can be read. These discourses are intertwined, dynamic, and continuously evolving,
and the various thinkers whose works I specifically address throughout this project can be found
on this map:

Figure 1: Map of Intellectual-Historical Discourses on ‘Ishq
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I offer a comprehensive overview of medical discourse in chapter one, which provides the

authoritative backdrop for opinions on ‘ishq in courtly and mystical discourse outlined in chapter

by accident, and it is necessary to therefore guard against them...and therefore it is not prohibited to kiss boys,
although this is in principle unsettling, for this affection, if its aim is to draw near or unite is not abominable or
corrupting and one who loves with ‘ishq in this way is a refined youth and this is the ‘%shg of refinement and manliness
(muriwa). Ibn S1na, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, 75-76.
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two. The medical view reaches an epitome in the Canon of Medicine, Ibn Stna’s medical textbook
that was the standard textbook of Eurasia until the eighteenth century, wherein Ibn Sina classifies
ishq as a delusionary illness of the brain. This medical classification and its localization in the
brain follows ancient medicine, however, the humoral causality of ‘ishg was fully theorized in
Arabic and then passed to Europe, a transference which likely contributed to the rise of what has
been called “the discovery of love” in medieval European courtly culture.* Yet this “discovery”
had already occurred in Islamic society perhaps as early as the seventh century in the work of
‘udhri (a term possibly translated as virginal love) poets—a purportedly Umayyad-era (661-750)
group of poets whose ghazals, or short, monothematic poems often compared to the lyric, and who
spoke of their lifelong devotion to a single beloved. Majnun himself was considered one of these
‘udhri poets. Abbasid (c. 750-1258) courtly authors drew on the examples of ‘udhri poets as they
began formulating conceptual stances on ‘ishq that countered its medicalization.>® Jahiz and Ibn
Dawud, like Ibn Sina, agreed that ‘ishg is an illness (though they are less precise about its
localization in the brain), yet they did not take a curative approach and instead reinforced the
pleasures concomitant with ‘ishg’s ills.

The language of pleasure and of courtly love poetics was adopted in eleventh century
Persianate mystical discourse, which added another layer of meaning to ‘ishq by equating it with
the divine essence. This strain, which can be seen in how thinkers such as Ahmad Ghazali elaborate

on the radical utterances of Hallaj, an early mystic who declares “I am the Real (ana al-haqq),”

49. Mary Wack argues that “the medical notion of lovesickness influenced the transformation of ‘courtly love’
from literary convention to social practice.” Wack traces this medical notion to Arabic sources, arguing that the close
relationship between love and melancholia derives from Ibn al-Jazzar’s text and from the greater significance of ‘ishg
in Islamic culture. See Mary Wack, Lovesickness in the Middle Ages: The ‘Viaticum’ and its Commentaries
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), xv and 34-38.

50. I focus on the works of Jahiz and Ibn Dawid as the earliest formulations of ‘ishg as a concept. For a list of
Abbasid courtly authors’ engagement with this literature, see Lois A. Giffen, Theory of Profane Love Among the
Arabs: The Development of the Genre (New York: New York University Press, 1971), 3-50.
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posits an ontological approach to ‘ishg as divine essence, and insists that all creaturely
manifestations of ‘ishq are but a manifestation of the one, essential, divine ‘ishg.>' This ontological
position leaves mystics with an unanswered question: what to make of the messiness of matter and
multiplicity? Though typically adopting an erotic language of lover and beloved, these mystics
located the value of ‘ishq’s physical or excessive connotations in divine love alone. Conversely, it
is these selfsame physical connotations that caused Hanbali theologians to reject ‘ishg as a term
for divine love for fear that the divine beloved, construed as a kind of romantic other, might appear
to be needy instead of self-sufficient.’? Religious ethicists, such as Miskawayh and Abai Hamid al-
Ghazali, likewise rejected ‘ishq as the ideal form of human love because its excessiveness carries
a risqué physicality that thwarts the primacy of the rational faculty of the soul.

Given its medical severity and ontological gravitas, ‘ishq was an especially potent term by
the time of the emergence of Nezami’s Layli and Majnun. Returning to Ibn Sina, the Treatise on
Ishq indicates how corporeality, animality, and rationality were linked in this milieu in ways that
resonates with and differs from Nezam1’s text. Prizing rationality, Ibn Sina eschews the actions of
non-human animals (which, as with the Aristotelian conception, he refers to as “non-rational
animals”) as overly corporeal. These actions include things like excessive enjoyment of sex,

overabundance of wealth, and anything that leads to too much involvement with the sensorial

51. Joseph Lumbard has shown how this emphasis on Hallaj’s usage of ‘ishq to describe the divine essence
came to fruition in the twelfth-century Persianate world. See Joseph Lumbard, “From Hubb to ‘Ishq: The Development
of Love in Early Sufism,” in Journal of Islamic Studies Vol. 18, No. 3: 346-347. For a synthetic overview of key
themes emphasized in Islamic approaches to divine love, see William Chittick, “Divine and Human Love in Islam,”
in Divine Love: Perspectives from the World’s Religious Traditions, edited by Jeff Levin and Stephen G. Post (West
Conshohocken: Templeton Press, 2010).

52. Joseph Norment Bell has traced how Hanbali thinkers such as Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1201), Ibn Taymiya (d.
1328), and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya (d. 1350) rejected ‘ishq because of its implications of excess and longing, which
they maintained could not be applied to the divine. Bell argues that Hanbal1 rejection of the term should not be
understood as merely a rejection of its association with carnality and should instead be considered a part of ongoing
theological debates and dialogue with mysticism. I do not think Nezam1’s text is as engaged with Hanbali views as it
is with mystical treatises and I have bracketed analysis of these sources accordingly. Joseph Norment Bell, Love
Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam, 162-167.
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world.>* Yet Ibn Sina likewise appeals to animals’ own capacity for inborn ‘ishq, and he
ambivalently declares their free will and praises their ability to make use of the faculty of sense-
perception.>* In a similarly ambivalent vein, Ibn Sina characterizes matter itself as a “blameworthy
and reprehensible woman,” only to follow this statement with an affirmation that “matter has an
inborn ‘ishg. > For Ibn Sina, animals and women serve as examples of beings whose attachments
to the sensorial world and whose lack of full rational capacity prevent them from attaining the
most refined form of human ‘ishq. Yet these beings nevertheless possess ishg, an affirmation
which resembles the negative capability of the body in the section on refined lovers, and it is
through contact with the sensorial and with matter that ‘ishq can be enacted. Nezam1’s text likewise
affirms matter and the sensorial even as it aims for transcendence. Yet as a literary text, Layli and
Majnun does not make the same assumptions about rational capacity within an Aristotelian chain

of beings and it instead illuminates the subjectivity of a madman, of a woman, and of animals as
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“And as such the matters pertaining to the animal soul if acknowledged in non-rational animals in excess do not count
as vices but rather as virtues of their faculties. In humankind, it is a harm to the rational faculty and counts as a defect
and it is proper to turn away and abandon them.” Ibn Sina continues by indicating things such as too much sex, opium,
or wealth. See Ibn Sina, Risala fi al- ishq, 70.
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“Actions do not emanate from ‘ishq of the vegetative faculty except for by the natural type and that are of a lower or
inferior kind. Actions can emanate from ‘ishq of the animal faculty by choice and by a higher and better type that
grasp a more delicate and beautiful source such that some animals (rarely) make use of the faculty of sense-
perception.” Ibn Stna, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, 63.
55.
ASIL Lgiabad ulae Lo LB CaliSi) Logad Lgad (Dlatinl (o A dasell) 433U 3l yall€ S 8, paall jia (gl
Loae Wi ol 8o )
“And matter is the abode of non-existence. Indeed matter is like a blameworthy and reprehensible woman concerned
about her beauty becoming known. Whenever her veil is uncovered, she plunges her monstrosity/ugliness in the sleeve.
Thus it is established that matter has an inborn love.” Ibn Sina, Risala fi al- ‘ishq, 57.
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it explores the embodied effects of ‘ishg. Unlike the philosophical, medical, and mystical genres
briefly outlined in this section, Nezami’s text participates in its own genre of adab—a term
variously translated as educational literature, bildung, paideia—which means that its literary value
is accompanied by ethical work to which I now turn.
IV. Adab and fictionality

Layli and Majnun and its Arabic predecessors fall into the broad genre of adab, a genre of
literary texts whose ethical work differs from normative Islamic ethics (akhlag) as well as from
some modern definitions of literature and the literary. Recent scholarship in Arabic literary studies
has drawn on a premodern conception of adab as a way of emphasizing the intertwined relationship
between aesthetic appreciation and embodied behavior in the reading and hearing of literature.>®
Michael Allen and Hoda El Shakry, literary scholars of the modern period, reference embodied
practices embedded in the concept of adab as a way of uncoupling the study of literature from a
fixation on textual analysis of aesthetics and mimesis.>’ As a word that traverses Islamic
languages, adab moreover describes the literary texts of this study insofar as they are united by
their high linguistic register and their incorporation of ethical prerogatives alongside their value as

entertaining texts.’® Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun, as a Persian romantic epic, participates in the

56. Sarah bin Tyeer, drawing on the work of George Makdisi, describes adab as a kind of humanistic project
that cultivates the well-rounded individual. Despite adab’s ethical prerogatives, I bypass the gloss of ‘literary
humanism’ due to the variety with which adab texts reference animals and animality that may fall beyond the humanist
project. See Sarah bin Tyeer, The Qur’an and the Aesthetics of Premodern Arabic Prose. (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2016), 15-18 and 276-278 and George Makdisi, The rise of colleges: institutions of learning in Islam and
the West (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981).

57. Both scholars draw on work from Saba Mahmood to highlight valences of ethics that inform adab and that
are often left out of approaches to literature that focus on textuality in terms of mimetic function and generic
classification. See Hoda El Shakry The Literary Qur’an: Narrative Ethics in the Maghreb (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2020), 17-19 and Michael Allan, “How Adab Became Literary: Formalism, Orientalism and the
Institutions of World Literature,” in Journal of Arabic Literature 43 (2-3): 196.

58. Mana Kia has argued for the relevance of the concept of adab in the Persian through the eighteenth century,
although she emphasizes the importance of language by classifying adab as a Persianate concept. Conversely, Shahab
Ahmed has drawn broad connections between different Islamic cultures’ usage of texts (including Nezam1’s) for
edifying purposes. I draw from Ahmed’s approach by including Nezami’s Layli and Majnun as a text of adab that has
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larger genre of adab as it inherits material from the Arabic tradition and reformulates the accretion
of meanings associated with ‘%shgq in its greater intellectual environment.

The literary aspect of this archive of adab texts moreover allows for an incorporation of
fictionalized elements. This is significant insofar as the thematization of ‘ishqg occurs in tandem
with the fictionality of Nezam1’s text and ‘ishq is not an important term in the prior Arabic literary
material. Fictionality in classical Arabic adab has become a subject of debate.>® Rather than
adopting a wholesale stance, I approach my sources in gradients by locating the conceptual work
of the isnad (chain of transmitters cited prior to the relaying of literary material) and its
undermining in each of the texts of my archive. Julie Orlemanski, critiquing both the alignment of
the category of fiction with modernity as well as a kind of universalist approach that sees all
narrative as fictional, has argued for “a hermeneutic conception of fictionality... that assumes its
determination in encountering the record of past thought.”®® I maintain that Orlemanski’s approach
to fictionality highlights various societies’ engagements with the fiction-making process, which

has payoffs for reconsidering the premodern Islamic literary landscape as one engaged in processes

a similar dual function of aesthetic pleasure and ethical edification to classical Arabic texts even as its presentation
style differs. See Mana Kia, Persianate Selves, 10-15 and Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam?: the importance of being
Islamic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 408.

59. The problem of fictionality in classical Arabic literature has recently been reassessed. An older paradigm,
defined by Rina Drory’s work, held that premodern authors by and large were hostile towards fictionality in their
theorizations of language conceived within a theological framework. Others such as Stephan Leder maintained that
fictionality was simply not a main concern as Arabic literary theory did not account for it. Recently, Matthew L.
Keegan and others have pointed to premodern Arabic texts that foreground the mediatedness of narrative as a way of
breaking this approach. See Rina Drory, “Three Attempts to Legitimize Fiction in Classical Arabic Literature,” in
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 18 (1994): 146-164; Stefan Leder, “Conventions of fictional narration in
learned literature,” in Storytelling in the framework of non-fictional Arabic literature, edited by Stefan Leder
(Weisbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1998), 34-60; Matthew L. Keegan, “Al-Tawhidi, Fictionality, and the
Mediatedness of Narrative,” in post medieval: a journal of medieval cultural studies 13, no. 3-4 (Winter 2022): 331
as well as entire issue.

60. Julie Orlemanski’s approach points to how recognizing fictionality enables us to approach premodern
societies’ ways of differentiating fact from what exceeded facticity. See Julie Orlemanski, “Who Has Fiction?
Modernity, Fictionality, and the Middle Ages,” in New Literary History Vol. 50, no. 2 (Spring 2019): 147.
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of active invention and subversion.®! The deployment of the isnad in premodern literary works
conceptually offers an alternative to the modern dichotomy between history and fiction by
highlighting various gradients of mediation in narrative prose. Each of the works in my archive
fall within a mesh of inherited motifs—or as Julia Bray has suggested ‘a web of myths’—on
Majnun that constitute the very material of adab that each writer shapes and reshapes.® Ibn
Qutayba and the Diwan strive to preserve the isndd even as the latter work contains layers of
narrative sedimentation that likely go beyond the realm of strict fact.®® Isfahani and Nezami, on
the other hand, directly undermine their sources, which makes their works more overtly
fictionalized. This fictionality allows for a new approach to ‘ishq alongside the rewriting of Layla
and Majnun’s story in Nezami’s text.

Yet the ethical aspect of Nezami’s work as a work of adab likewise contributes to its
reformulation of %shq. Formal techniques such as the incorporation of short tales, homilies, and
epistolary exchanges incorporated into the work create an arena of textuality that engages a

dialogic mode akin to Mikhail Bakhtin’s approach to the novelty of heteroglossia.’* Yet instead of

61. In Persian literary studies, the conversation on fictionality seems to have reached a stalemate, as J. T. P. de
Bruijn has offered a position similar to the universalist view whereby all premodern Persian narratives (dastans) can
be read as fictional, while Bo Utas has argued that there was ‘no indigenous term for fiction” and that premodern
Persian literature thus lacks this facet of what makes ‘our modern concept of literature’ (Utas 2014, 169-171; De
Bruijn 1999). While the former remains vague as to how we are to assess individual texts, the latter risks portraying
all premodern Persian readers as lacking with respect to us moderns. Bo Utas, “Classical Persian Literature: Fiction,
Didactics, or Intuitive Truth?” in True Lies Worldwide: Fictionality in Global Contexts, eds. Anders Cullhed and Lena
Rydholm (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014),169-171 and J. T. P. de Bruijn, “Fiction, 1,” Encyclopcedia Iranica, Vol. IX, Fasc.
6, 572-579. Last modified January 26, 2012. https://iranicaonline.org/articles/fiction-i-traditional.

62. Julia Bray, “‘Abbasid Myth and the Human Act: Ibn “‘Abd Rabbih and Others,” in On Fiction and Adab in
Medieval Arabic Literature, edited by Philip F. Kennedy (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2005), 2.

63. For example, the Diwan includes scenes of Majnun speaking with a gazelle that responds, detailed meetings
with Kuthayyir (another legendary ‘udhri poet), and instances of speakers stubling across Majnun in an oasis that I
analyze in chapter one.

64. Bakhtin neutralizes the positions of the author and reader through a heightened focus on the language of
the text that maximizes structuralism’s comparative impulse through his schemata of various types of chronotopes
available in the history of narrative fiction. Bakhtin is mostly interested in the novel as a way of challenging and
extending Saussure’s synchronic approach to language through what Bakhtin identifies as the interlocking languages
of the novel via polyglossia, but his focus on form extends to other genres as well such that he assesses an enormity
of diverse literary works through his unifying principle of the chronotope. The dialogic mode of Nezami’s text
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regarding these as merely literary devices, I consider how the dialogic mode of the text serves as
a way of cultivating ethical subject-formation through embodied practices embedded in the
concept of adab. This way of approaching adab is particularly valuable for rethinking Layli and
Majnun’s genre given the fact that the text has been divergently read as either a mystical allegory
or a courtly romance and hence somehow “secular.” Traversing modern categories, Layli and
Majnun is both mystical and courtly, both “religious” and “secular,” and reading it alongside this
scholarship on adab helps with recentering the fact that the political work of aesthetics often
engages the question of ethics. Weaving together multiple discourses on ‘ishq, Layli and Majnun
refracts them through different characters and narratorial commentary as it creates a space in
which, as Michael Allen postulates, innumerable readers engage the embodied work of textuality
as they think through the relationship between various approaches.®® Taking up these different
perspectives in different chapters, this project shows how Layli and Majnun’s multifaceted
approach to ‘ishq leads to a novel channeling of ‘ishq’s potency and its corporeal effects toward
ethical actions.
V. Maddening love: Project overview

Chapter One (Madman/Animal/Poet: Locating Majnun) provides a web of sources against
which to understand the coalescence of the literary figure of Majnun. I read excerpts from the
Qur’an and the biography of the prophet Muhammad as well as from medical discourse on ‘shq,

demonstrating how the madman (majniin, meaning mad or possessed by jinn) was a recognizable

resonates with Bakhtin’s approach to the novel as a system of languages that mutually interanimate each other even
as it might be considered a courtly romance if it were placed into its temporal group within Bakhtin’s teleological
schema. See Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 47-92.

65. Allan points to shifting disciplinary frameworks for approaching the “literary” in twentieth century Egypt
that instructed readers on formalist modes of reading, responding, and engaging with texts that differed from prior
notions of adab. These disciplinary frameworks consist of the formal study of literature as conceived of by modernized
educational institutions, as well as the nationalization of libraries, the rise of teachers colleges, and the growth of a
reading public. See Allan, “How Adab became literary,” 175-176 and 181-182.
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type of speaker in the late antique Islamic environment. I then touch upon the prevalence of
animals in pre-Islamic poetry, specifically in the genre of sa ‘alik (brigand) poets whose poetry
spoke of animals as alternative kin. These sources combined provide inroads for approaching
conceptual links between madness and animality in the earliest Arabic material. Turning to literary
analysis of entries on Majnun in The Book of Poetry and Poets, The Book of Songs, and the Diwan,
I show how Majnun becomes linked to animals and animality through a societal perception of his
loss of rationality, which forms a boundary that keeps him on society’s edge. There, the Arabic
materials provide initial glimpses of how Majnun’s relationship with animals (particularly with
gazelles) present a vision of an alternative society, and how his role as a poet provides the bridge
for his continued contact with the human realm.

I pick up Majnun’s societal function as a poet in Chapter Two (Love that binds: Kinship,
Sacrifice, and Conceptualizing ‘ishq). This chapter further fleshes out the historical web of
discourses on ‘ishq by indicating how authors at the Abbasid court such as Jahiz (d. 868-9) and
Ibn Dawiid (d. 908-9) responded to medical approaches by indicating the pleasures that come with
ishq’s ills, as well as by sketching the historical adaptation of the term in tenth and eleventh
century Persianate mystical discourse to describe the divine essence itself. This backdrop helps
explain why ‘ishg becomes such an important term in Nezami1’s text, which, unlike the Arabic
material on Majnun, explicitly thematizes ‘ishq as a force that leads to corporeal transformation
and which plays with the accretion of meanings associated with the term. I tease out the
implications of this thematization over the course of the remaining chapters, and in this chapter I
highlight resonances between the Arabic material and Nezami’s text by analyzing Majnun’s
performances of passion as a poet-lover, arguing that literary depictions of his behavior critique

normative expectations of kinship relations. Drawing from Eve Sedgwick’s approach to societies
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that traffic in women, I analyze how Majnun’s function as a poet-lover ( ‘@shig) in the Arabic
material upholds a form of masculinity that finds power in rhetorical skill alongside displays of
suffering. This resonates with courtly discourse on ‘ishq that locates pleasure in suffering, which
is reverberated through Majnun’s speeches in the first half of Layli and Majnun that foreground
bondage vocabulary. Yet beyond rhetoric, Layli and Majnun’s association of ‘ishg with
corporeality likewise places on display Majnun’s embodied transformations. I analyze three scenes
from the first half of the text wherein Majnun performs consent to bondage, performances which
stall and critique his society’s kinship system based on the traffic in women. It is through his role
as a poet that Majnun reimagines kinship through sacrificial logic, which is a critique present in
both Arabic and Persian versions of the legend. This critique gains prominence in Nezami’s text
as Majnun not only speaks of bondage but also performs it in a way that stalls normative kinship
bonds in his society.

Chapter Three (Tales of Majnun: Asceticism and Animality) evaluates Majnun’s creation
of an alternative society amongst animals, which coincides with a shift in how his character defines
Ishq itself. This shift occurs in the second half of Layli and Majnun as Majnun is described as one
who has “broken the bonds” with his society and he more permanently takes up residence amongst
the animals. I analyze how Majnun’s speeches in this portion of the work resonate with
contemporaneous mystical discourse that defines %shq as an ontological substance that lies beyond
all duality, which coincides with the textual exploration of Majnun’s animal world as a space that
allows for transcending dichotomous categories such as human/animal, man/woman. This
exploration expands upon the Arabic materials’ depiction of animals by including wild creatures
such as lions and leopards. The presence of such wild animals offers Majnun protection as the text

simultaneously depicts how the medically maddening effects of ‘ishqg as well as Majnun’s own
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ascetic praxis causes his body to weaken as he hits his head on the ground and refuses food. I argue
that the text’s foregrounding of the animals’ function as protectors of Majnun draws Majnun’s
ontological perspective on ‘ishq into question by redefining what unity means. Instead of
overcoming matter and multiplicity as in contemporaneous Persianate mystical texts, Nezami’s
text offers an alternative conception of unity that can be understood as something obtained through
embodied relationships with others. This shows how Layli and Majnun differs from works
classified as “mystical” today even as it plays with mystical vocabulary, a playing which I further
underscore by highlighting how the text’s fictionality provides space for narratorial commentary
on main events. This commentary preserves Majnun as an exemplary lover due to his acceptance
of mortality even as it simultaneously illustrates alternatives ways of living with the force of ‘ishgq.

Chapter Four (Letters from Layla: Ethics and Embodiment) turns to Layla’s character as a
way of exploring an alternative perspective on what can be done with the force of ishq. Instead of
an emphasis on transcendence, Layla’s character in both the Arabic materials and Layli and
Majnun is tied to materiality. Her role within the lovers’ kinship system differs from Majnun’s due
to her gender, and her character instead emphasizes secrecy even as she critiques her society as
well as Majnun’s approach in private messages and letters. In Layli and Majnun, the amount of
space allotted to Layla’s critiques is extended by the text’s experiments with reported speech,
epistolary form, and with a final scene that brings the lovers together after Layla’s husband has
passed away. In these selections, Layla’s character emphasizes embodied actions through the care
she shows for Majnun and through an expression of sexual longing. I read her character’s approach
against normative Islamic ethical literature (akhldq) on love, which imagines the highest form of
love (defined as mahabba) to be between allegedly self-sufficient men in the polis. In contrast,

Layli and Majnun’s foregrounding of the corporeal effects of ‘ishg positions Layla as a lover
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whose approach channels shq’s force towards actions that are aimed at transforming the material
world. Drawing from critical insights on care, I show how the text’s representation of Layla is not
only a kind of inclusive move, but also an attempt at reimagining societal structures from the
ground up by indicating the radical potential of mutuality in the romantic relationship. Unlike
Majnun’s creation of an alternative society amongst animals that relies upon transcending dualistic
categories, Layla’s critiques as fully illustrated in Layli and Majnun put forward a way of
reimagining kinship from within the social. Her perspective on ‘shq is novel for the time period,
and as such suggests how Layli and Majnun as a text of adab thinks with the ethical import of
ishq in ways that differ from normative ethical literature (akhldag).

In the epilogue, I consider how the text illustrates mutuality beyond the romantic by
depicting a community formed around Layla and Majnun’s story. I turn to the perspective of Zayd,
a fellow poet-lover in Layli and Majnun who assists the lovers’ final meeting that I analyze in
chapters three and four. In a final dream sequence, Zayd dreams of the lovers in paradise as an old
man informs him of the lovers’ sad story. Awakening from this vision, Zayd offers a final speech
endorsing ‘ishg’s power, which seals its importance as the poem’s main theme, yet this vision does
not gesture toward an overcoming of embodied duality as with Majnun’s approach to ontological
unity nor an idealization of romantic love alone. Instead, both Layla and Majnun as well as
mediators/interpreters (the old man, Zayd) make the vision possible. This dream points to how
stories about love from the past that carry baggage by way of scripting gender norms also serve as
a resource for imagining future forms of relationality. The community envisioned in this dream,
and its garden setting, goes beyond forms of community that were available in the medieval Islamic
world. These include normative kinship structures defined by familial relation or by the

requirements of premodern citizenry as defined by an Aristotelian vision of the polis governed by
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rational men. The fact that Zayd wakes up to endorse ‘shq resonates with how the text positions
itself as a space for rethinking relatedness, and its ethical aim as a work of adab to transform the
reader’s subjectivity. Layli and Majnun models what community might look like if the reader, like
Layla, Majnun, and Zayd, were to consider joining a group of potentially mad lovers, and the text
serves as a space for inculcating a transformation of subjectivity that looks past familial kinship or

rational, male citizenry as the primary means of belonging.
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Chapter One: Madman/Animal/Poet: Locating Majnun

As the madman par excellence of Islamic literatures, Majnun’s name reveals something of
his character. An epithet for those deemed insane, majniin carries connotations of one possessed
by jinn, who are often considered to inspire madness.! The Qur’an employs the term majniin to
differentiate the speech of soothsayers or madmen from that of true prophets.? The literary figure
Majnun—a figure the tradition often associates with Qays ibn al-Mulawwah (d. c. 688)—emerges
as an archetypal madman-poet in quasi-biographical accounts dated from the ninth century
onwards.® Marked in such a way, Majnun’s epithet calls his humanity into question by questioning
his very rationality, a questioning that literary texts amplify by illustrating connections between
Majnun’s madness and his life amongst non-human animals. Several scholars have noted the
prominence of animals in the legend of Layla and Majnun—for example, Asghar Seyed-Gohrab
notes how serpent imagery in the Persian material depicts the desires of both protagonists, while
Rugayya Khan analyzes the gazelle as a symbol in the Arabic material that recalls the beloved.*

Yet few have looked beyond anthropomorphic qualities to ask, what else is going on with the

1. Ibn Manziir’s definition of majniin focuses on possession, either by jinn or the divine, citing majniin as a
passive participle related to the verb ‘ajannahu (to madden or to veil/conceal). The latter translation is possibly
explained by Sibawayi’s note that the term implies having an experience of wonder (ta ‘ajjub), which may lead to
concealing oneself. See Ibn Manzir, Lisan Al- ‘Arab, ed. by Muhammad ‘Abd Allah “Alt Kabir, Ahmad Hasab Allah,
and Hashim Muhammad Shadhili (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1981), 703.

2. See Q 15:6; 26:27; 44:14; 51:39; 51:52; 52:29; 54:9; 68:2; 68:51; 81:22. These usages, all within Siiras
attributed to the initial phases of revelatory output in Mecca and explored in the first section of this chapter, both
declare that the prophet Muhammad is not a madman (majniin), and contrast the miraculous activities of prophets such
as Moses with those of magicians or madmen, gesturing to the proximity of these categories in the Qur’an’s late
antique environment.

3. The earliest source on Majnun’s life that I explore in this chapter, Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) Kitab al-Shi ‘r wa-
[-Shu ‘ara’, connects Majnun to Qays and offers two alternatives on his lineage.

4. See Rugayya Khan, “Pastoralism and the ‘Wild Man’ in an Early Arabic Romance,” Middle Eastern
Literatures 11, no. 2 (2008): 143-145 and Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, “Majnun’s Image as Serpent,” in The Poetry of
Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love, and Rhetoric, edited by Kamran Talattof, Jerome W. Clinton, and Kenneth A.
Luther (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 83-95.
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plethora of animals in the legend?® What to make of the fact that Majnun, as a madman, is often
himself perceived as animalistic?

This chapter approaches connections between madness and animality underlying the
coalescence of Majnun as a literary figure. I place the earliest literary material on Majnun into
conversation with a variety of contextual materials to flesh out the categories of madness and
animality in the legend’s setting and reception: I begin by reading excerpts from the Qur’an and
the sira (biography of the prophet Muhammad), demonstrating how the madman (majniin,
meaning mad or possessed by jinn) was a recognizable type of speaker in the late antique Islamic
environment. These early Islamic texts reveal a proximity between the categories of madness and
prophecy, which gave way to a popular view on masculine madness as societally permissible. This
popular view was, however, complemented by a growing corpus of medical literature in the
Abbasid milieu during and after the Baghdad translation movement that brought together
indigenous, Greek, Persian, and Sanskritic knowledge.® In the second section, I turn to how the
early Islamic medical tradition conceived of a particular kind of madness that has bearing on
Majnun’s character as a love-poet—the theorization of ‘ishg as a mental illness.” Unlike the

popular view on madness, physicians thought of the embodied behaviors inspired by ‘ishq as a

5. Renate Wiirsh has noted the exceptional use of animals in Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun as “active participants
in the unfolding of the plot itself, rather than as the protagonist of a fable” as being relatively rare in classical Persian
literature. I maintain that this same kind of multifaceted approach should be taken up with the Arabic material, whose
usage of animals goes beyond anthropomorphic inscription of moral values. I likewise draw inspiration from Patricia
Cox Miller’s approach to animals in early Christianity that both acknowledges anthropocentrism in premodern texts
and locates a “zoological imagination” that eschews a homogenized category of “the animal.” See Renate Wiirsh,
“‘Let Even a Cat Win Your Heart!” Nizam1 on Animal and Man,” in 4 Key to the Treasure of the Hakim, eds. J.C.
Biirgel and Christine van Ruymbeke (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2011), 262 and Patricia Cox Miller, In the Eye
of the Animal: Zoological Imagination in Early Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018),
4-10.

6. The height of the translation movement is usually dated to the eighth through tenth centuries. For a brief
overview on cultural impacts, see Ruqayya Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnun Layla
Story (New York: Routledge, 2020), 8-10.

7. As explained in the introduction, I leave ‘ishq (a term that has often been rendered as érds) untranslated to
historicize its usage against premodern Islamic discourses on desire.
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kind of madness that needed to be cured. Both approaches to madness underlie the crystallization
of Majnun as a literary figure whose madness becomes troped, in highly variable ways, as
animalistic. In the third section, I offer a brief overview on animals and animality in pre-Islamic
poetry to probe the specificity with which the literary material on Majnun links his perceived
animality with non-human animals. Animals such as gazelles, wolves, and birds of various kinds
make frequent appearances in literary texts prior to the emergence of Majnun as a literary figure,
most notably in the poetry of sa ‘alik (brigand) poets whose poetry spoke of animals as alternative
kin. This genre provided fertile ground for the incorporation of a rich array of animals into
Majnun’s story.

Against these historical backdrops, I argue that the Arabic material on Majnun
demonstrates conceptual links between madness and animality, defined by a socially construed
perception of irrationality.® I examine connections between Majnun’s loss of rationality and his
relationship with animals in the Arabic anecdotal accounts of Ibn Qutayba (d. 889) and Abi al-
Faraj al-Isfahani (d. 967), as well as in a source known as Diwan Majniin Layla, which is attributed
to Abii Bakr al-Walibi. Diwans are typically compilations of the poems of any given author
arranged by meter or thyme after their death. This source is atypical insofar as its overall structure
coheres around a narrative of Majnun’s legendary life, making it an extended version of the quasi-

biographical accounts. It is possible that Walibi lived in the ninth century, although historical

8. I draw loosely from La Marr Jurelle Bruce’s conceptions of and approaches to madness. Bruce has delineated
several modes of madness including phenomenal madness, medicalized madness, rage, and psychosocial madness.
Bruce also adopts what he refers to as “mad methodology” that “neither vilifies the mad person as evil incarnate, nor
romanticizes the mad person as resistance personified.” This approach fruitfully incorporates critiques of ablism, while
being capacious enough to consider violence enacted by those classified as mad. See La Marr Jurelle Bruce, How fo
Go Mad Without Losing Your Mind: Madness and Black Radical Creativity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2021),
6-11 and 44.
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information about his life remains scant.” This has led the critic As‘ad Khairallah to conclude that
Walib1 himself may have been a legendary character under whose name many compilers pieced
together a gradual accretion of material on Majnun.!® Given the fact that the earliest manuscript of
this source dates to 1245, this may very well be the case, although it is difficult to declare given
the fragmented nature of the manuscript tradition. If we consider the Diwan to likely contain layers
of historical sedimentation, then it is possible to place it within a larger genre of anecdotes (akhbar)
collected around poetry attributed to famous figures from the Arab-Islamic past. This genre gained

prominence in the ninth and tenth century Abbasid milieu.!! Despite ongoing historiographical

9. The editors Abdul-Sattar Ahmad Farraj and Huda Wa’il ‘Amir of Majnun’s Diwan postulate that Walibi
lived in the second half of the second century hijrT (roughly early ninth century) based on the inclusion of transmitters
in the chains of transmission (isnad) whose lives are more historically verifiable. In some manuscripts, this includes
the musician Ishaq Ibrahim al-Mawsilt (d. 850) and the lexicographer and transmitter Abii ‘Amr al-Shaybani (d. c.
821-831). Additionally, YurT ‘Abd al-Ghani notes that the cataloguer Ibn al-Nadim (d. c. 995) includes an independent
work entitled Majniin Layld in his famous Book Catalogue (Kitab al-Fihrist), which suggests that there was an extant,
independent work circulating about Majnun’s life other than the biographical entries found in Ibn Qutayba and
Isfahant’s works. It remains unclear to me why Walibi is nonetheless entirely absent from Isfahani’s work if Walibt
did in fact live prior to him. This could be because the Diwan includes material that may be attributable to other poets
(especially Jamil or Kuthayyir, fellow ‘udhri poets whose verses are regularly interchanged for Majnun’s). David
Larsen argues that Jamil and Majnun are connected through Kuthayyir, who was both an early teller of Majnun’s tales
and Jamil’s main transmitter (rawi). See Abii Bakr al-Walibf, attrib., Diwan Majniin Layla, ed. by Abdul-Sattar Ahmad
Farraj (Cairo: Dar al-Misr lil-Tiba‘a, 1963), 33; Abii Bakr al-Walibi, attrib., Diwan Ash ‘ar Majnun Bant ‘Amir Ma‘a
Ba'‘d Ahwalih, ed. by Huda Wa'il Amir (Beirut: al-Mu’assasah al-‘Arabtyah lil-Dirasat wa-al-Nashr, 2011), 24-26;
Abii Bakr al-Walibi, attrib., Diwan Qays ibn al-Mulawwah Majniin Layla, ed. by YurT ‘Abd al-Ghani (Beirut: Dar al-
Kutub al-‘Tlmiya, 1999), 19-20; David Larsen, email message to author, February 24, 2023.

10 . Khairallah has argued that the isnad serves as a conventional device in the Diwan. This could be the case,
and Huda Wa’il ‘Amir has noted the impossibility of isndds that link Abii ‘Amr al-Shaybani (d. c. 821-831) and
Nawfal ibn al-Musahiq (d. 693). However, the remaining evidence Khairallah cites remains ambiguous—the fact that
the Diwan states that al-WalibT narrates Majnun’s anecdotes in “his own time (fi zamani-hi)” does not have to mean
that al-Walibi lived at the same time as Majnun, as Khairallah suggests as a possible scenario. Unlike the undermining
of the isnad in Isfahant’s work, the Diwan never points to the active intervention of any compiler. I prefer, given the
lack of definitive dating of Walib1’s life, to claim that the Diwan likely represents an accretion of material beyond
WalibT’s potential lifespan. This allows for accounting layers of historical sedimentation without necessarily
undermining the possibility of a historical Walib1. See As‘ad Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry An Interpretation
of the Magniin Legend. (Beirut: Beirutur Texte und Studien: 1980), 58-60 and Abii Bakr al-Walibi, attrib., Diwan
Ash ‘ar Majnun Bani ‘Amir Ma ‘a Ba‘d Ahwalih, ed. by Huda Wa’il Amir (henceforth Diwan), 25.

11 . Beatrice Gruendler has argued that this was a time of transition as scribes began committing earlier oral
traditions to writing after the standardization of the Arabic language. Anecdotes (akhbar) thus carried with them
various historical strata that represented both the time of the anecdote itself, and the time of the compiler. Compilation
could be a process of maximal or minimal intervention. In the case of the Diwan, WalibT’s actions as compiler seem
to have been minimal as there is both not intrusion of a narratorial voice and the textual space allotted to anecdotes is
minimal with respect to the preservation of Majnun’s poetry. This could be a further reason why later compilers could
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questions, the Diwan remains the fullest account of material circulating on Majnun in the
premodern Arabic tradition writ large, and I reference it for the purpose of understanding the depth
and main contours of Majnun’s story in Arabic to place this into comparison with Nezam1’s Persian
rendition.!?

These sources cover the earliest narrative material depicting Majnun’s life, and they offer
a range of ways in which premodern authors manipulated conventions of historical verification to
elaborate on Majnun’s life amongst the animals. At times, Majnun appears as a kind of “uncivilized
Bedouin” whose beastliness marks him as the other of an urbane, Abbasid milieu.'® Yet at other
times, the presence of non-predatory animals—most notably gazelles—in Majnun’s story brings
forth not only his own intrinsic animality, but also the possible worlds imagined through relations
with animals that offer alternatives to human societal limitations.!* In these moments, a confusion
of normative relations between predator and prey, as well as wild and tame creatures occurs. I
draw on Tarek El-Ariss’ theorizing of tawahhush (becoming wild, beastly) as a concept that blurs

the human-animal boundary that is deeply engrained in Arabic literature to bring forth how this

have added to the Diwan, which further explains its highly differentiated manuscript tradition. See Beatrice Gruendler,
Abit Bakr al-Sili: The Life and Times of Abii Tammam (New York: NYU Press, 2015), xv-xx.

12 . R. Blachére considers that the Diwan, despite its many issues, “cannot be regarded as occupying an
insignificant place in the study of archaic poetry.” Furthermore, Huda Wa’il Amir has stated that Walib1’s account is
more comprehensive than Ibn Tiloin’s (d. 1546) later rendition, because the latter was trained in hadith criticism and
thus had a more rigorous method for eliminating anecdotes with weak chains of transmission. See Ch. Pellat,
“Madjniin Layla,” in Encylopedia of Islam, second edition, edited by P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill Online, 2012)
<http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 0608> and Diwan, 14-15.

13. I draw from Ruqayya Khan’s work on the Arabic material attributed to Majnun, to arrive at this description
of a perception of Majnun as an “uncivilized bedouin.” Khan has argued that late Abbasid culture inscribed cultural
primitivism in the “romanticized, exoticized Bedouin,” an inscription that she claims gained prominence after the
translation movement and the rise of cities that made the early Islamic milieu fascinating in its alterity. See Ruqayya
Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnin Layla Story (New York: Routledge, 2020), 3-
17.

14. For compelling articulations of the potentials that arise from rethinking human-animal relations, which
have been influential for my own thinking, see Jacques Derrida, The Beast & the Sovereign, and Jeftrey Jerome Cohen,
“Inventing with Animals in the Middle Ages,” 39-62.
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blurring allows for an imagining of an alternative society.!> Taken together, the challenging aspect
of the marvel of Majnun’s life amongst animals is that it inspires wonder and what might be called
the dark side of wonder that keeps Majnun at a distance because of his non-human alterity.!®
Majnun’s life amongst animals on the edge of human society thus reveals how rationality is a
prerequisite for inclusion, which is something that both he as madman and his non-human animal
companions appear to lack.
I. Madness in the Qur’an and sira

When read together, the Qur’an and sira provide a glimpse into popular views of the
madman (majniin) as a powerful receptor of supernatural knowledge in ways akin to prophets in
the late antique Arabian Peninsula. Michael Dols has traced these popular views into the medieval
period, and his work has demonstrated a non-curative view of epilepsy in particular due to a
popular understanding of it as “the priestly/prophetic disease” in Ishaq ibn ‘Imran’s (d. c. 903-909)
treatise on melancholia.!” Yet despite Dols’ claim that premodern Islamic societies “permitted a
much wider latitude to the interpretation of unusual behavior than does modern Western society,”

his own research points to the practices of physical restraint in medieval Islamic hospitals and the

15. See Tarek El-Ariss, “Return of the Beast: From Pre-Islamic Ode to Contemporary Novel,” in Journal of
Arabic Literature 47, 1-2 (2016): 62-90.

16. Lara Harb has argued that wonder was an overarching aesthetic in the later Abbasid milieu. Though this
concept is often associated with a positive sense of wonder—denoted, as Harb indicates through terms such as ‘ajab
(wonder), fa ‘ajjub (wonderment), and badi * (innovative, original, and marvelous—there is also a parallel, negative
sense more typically associated with things that are strange/foreign (gharib). Notably, Harb states that this negative
sense is often brought forward by being paired with the term wahshi (wild, uncultivated), which is from the same root
as tawahhush (becoming wild), the term often used to describe Majnun. See Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic
Experience in Classical Arabic literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 5-6.

17. Michael Dols cites Ishaq ibn ‘Imran as noting “a Hippocratic view that the melancholic may become
epileptic, and that the Greeks called this illness the ‘sacred disease’ and considered it to be a divine punishment; in
vernacular Arabic, one was accustomed to calling it the prophetic disease (al-marad al-kahana), because of the
obscurity of its causes and its attribution to the jinn.” See Michael Dols, Majnun: The Madman in Medieval Islamic
Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 70-74.
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more broadly curative views held by those writing within the tradition of Galenic medicine.!'® In
this section, I therefore look to the Qur’an and sira as texts that can speak to popular ideas about
madness, ideas that existed alongside a growing corpus of medical literature in late antique and
medieval Islamic contexts.

Qur’anic usage of the term majniin generally aims to differentiate prophets from madmen.
The term is used ten times, all within Suras that are attributed to the initial phases of the prophet’s
revelatory output in Mecca. In Sura al-Takwir (Q 81:22), the term is deployed after a series of
oaths that announce the impending apocalypse.!® These oaths set the tone for marking the arrival
of the prophet’s message, heightening the intensity of the moment as an event of cosmic and local
significance that overturns both the natural world and what the Qur’an views as the unjust practice
of female infanticide.?? The oaths then give way to a declaration of prophecy in Q 81:19 that states
“indeed, it is a word conveyed by a noble messenger (innahu la-gawlu rasiilin karimin),” which
affirms Muhammad’s direct connection to supernatural authority that is given through Qur’anic

revelation.?! Immediately following this pivotal moment, the Qur’an states that the prophet is not

18. Dols describes the ways in which Galenic medicine separated illness from the mystical or supernatural
realm, views which were developed into typologies in the medieval Islamic context by Hunayn ibn 'Ishaq (d. 873),
al-Razi (d. 925), and others. On Dols’ overall claim see Dols, 5; On the development of the Islamic hospital see Dols,
45-47.

19. Many of the oath clusters in the Qur’an make use of a bipartite structure, wherein the speaker swears by
phenomena of a hierarchically superior or futuristic realm, before returning to an emphatic statement which
emphasizes the present moment. For more on oath clusters, see Angelika Neuwirth, Scripture, Poetry, and the Making
of a Community: Reading the Quran as a Literary Text (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 103.

20. As in other contemporary cultures such as the Greeks, Romans, and that of Carthage, Arab Bedouin society
valued male children more than female children because female children might become a financial burden or lead to
attacks on the family’s honor. Donna Lee Bowen has emphasized that female infanticide (wa ‘d) was common enough
in pre-Islamic Arabia to be assigned a specific term, and notes that the practice is referred to seven times in the Qur’an
(Q 16:57-58; 81:8-9, 14; 6:137, 140, 151; 17:31; 60:12). See Michael Sells, Approaching the Qur’an: The Early
Revelations (Ashland: White Cloud Press, 1999), 49-50 and Donna Lee Brown, “Infanticide,” in Encyclopedia of the
Qur’an, ed. Johanna Pink. Consulted online March 1, 2023. <http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1875-
3922 g3 _EQSIM 00221>

21. Although the object of vision is left unspecified, most commentators identify him/it with the angel Gabriel.
According to some commentators, these verses comment upon the prophet’s behavior of covering himself after
receiving a vision of Gabriel with six hundred wings, and they serve to refute the accusation that he was possessed by
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mad (majniin) nor inspired by “an outcast devil (shaytanin rajimin).”** This signals not only how
the Qur’an establishes the category of prophecy, but also the late antique environment against
which this category is established. In another Sura primarily concerned with the impending
apocalypse, al-Qalam (Q 68:2), the term majniin is used in direct address to the prophet at the
beginning of the Sura to declare that “you are not, by the favor of your lord, a madman” before
returning back to the term at the end of the Sura to denote it as a charge used against the prophet
by non-believers.?? Although each instance insists on differentiation, this repetitive association
gestures to the existence of a category of supernaturally inspired madmen whose speech was heard
as proximate to prophetic speech in the Qur’an’s late antique environment.

Suras traditionally attributed to a later Meccan phase expand upon the Qur’anic category
of prophecy through comparisons of the prophet Muhammad with Biblical prophets, and in such
comparisons the term majniin once again appears alongside a list of other figures associated with
access to the supernatural such as the magician (sahir) or the priest (kahin).?* The Qur’an often
compares Moses and Muhammad both in terms of the quality of their speech and their shared

privilege of having visually witnessed aspects of the divine.”> Moreover, the Qur’an recounts in

a jinn. See Seyyed Hossein Nasr et al., eds., The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary (New York:
HarperCollins, 2015), 1482.

22. Translated Sahih International, available at https://quran.com/81 (accessed 20 August 2021).

23. Sura 68 is notable in this regard insofar as the term Majnun appears at the beginning and end of the stra.
Following Carl Ernst’s notion of the tripartite structure of this stira, Majnun reads as a key term used by rejectors of
revelation as a way of discrediting prophetic speech. See Carl Ernst, How to Read the Qur’an (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 81-83. Translated by Sahih International, available at https://quran.com/68
(accessed 9 May 2021).

24. Kahin is a difficult term to translate as the sources indicate multiple functions as a priest, seer, or revealer
of divine will who “regulated worship and interpreted omens.” The term is etymologically linked to the Hebrew word
for “priest,” (kohén), from the root k/h/n meaning to predict or tell the future. See Muntasir F. al-Hamad and John F.
Healey, “Late Antique and Near Eastern Context: Some Social and Religious Aspects,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Qur anic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 85-87.

25. Angelika Neuwirth has analyzed the various narratives on Moses in the Qur‘an as “a vantage point from
which to survey traces of an ongoing interaction between the proclaimer and his audience, one which attests a
development of their religious identity.” If, as Neuwirth argues, Moses’ experience is illustrative of psychological
contours of prophecy, the appeals to such an experience further contextualize the association of prophecy with
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three different Suras the way in which the Pharaoh of prophetic lore accuses Moses of being a
madman.?® Riffing on the motif of Moses’ staff transforming into a snake, Sura al-Dhariyat (Q
51:39 and 52) quotes the accusation made by Pharaoh of Moses of being “a magician or a madman
(sahirun aw majniinun)” before gesturing to Muhammad’s similar situation by stating that
“similarly, there came not to those before them any messenger except that they said, ‘a magician
or a madman.””?” Such comparisons show the ways in which the Qur’an draws upon the deep roots
of the prophetic traditions of late antiquity in its construction of the category of madness, and how
it relates the madman to other types of figures who it claims have access to supernatural authority.

As in the Qur’an, the sira aims at establishing the place of Muhammad amongst other
prophets and its breadth offers an opportunity for further exploring popular understandings of
madness as they relate to early Islamic conceptions of prophecy.?® While the Qur’an briefly
mentions skeptics of the prophet’s message that later commentators connect to members of the
prophet’s own family of the Quraysh, the sira intimately details such encounters. In one such
encounter, members of the Quraysh consult with Walid ibn al-Mughira, an elder of the family
whom the tradition recalls alongside his uncle Abi Jahl as a fierce opponent of the prophet’s

message, about how to explain the prophet’s behavior to the Arabs arriving at the time of the

madness. See Angelika Neuwirth, Scripture, Poetry, and the Making of a Community: Reading the Qur’'an as a
Literary Text, 277-287.

26. Other than the example explored here, Q 26:27 is part of a longer account that includes the detail about the
staff; Q 44:14 addresses the immediate Meccan environment but is followed by a lengthy account of how Pharaoh
rejected Moses as an explanation of the deniers of Muhammad’s message.

27. Magic (sihr), like madness, is associated with supernatural forces and received a tacit endorsement in early
Islam. For more on licit and illicit forms of magic, see T. Fahd, “Sihr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition,
eds. P. Bearman et al (Leiden: Brill online) http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-
3912 islam_SIM_7023.

28. Stra means “way of going/acting,” “epistle,” “pamphlet,” and “the life and times of / biography.” Martin
Hinds and Mabher Jarrar have debated about the various kinds of documents that originally circulated under the rubric.
I cite from the traditional narrative attributed to Ibn Hisham in order to bring forth the received and endorsed views
on madness in the emergent Islamic environment. For more on the composition of the Sira, see W. Raven, “Sira,” in
Encyclopaedia  of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman et al (Leiden: Brill online)
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 1089.
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pilgrimage festival in Mecca. This occasion sparks a debate about how to classify the prophet’s

activities, and the community gives various suggestions that reflect a list of figures who are

likewise identified by their access to the supernatural:

At the time of the festival, a group from the
Quraysh gathered around their elder Walid ibn al-
Mughira, who said to them, “Oh people of the Quraysh,
indeed the time of the festival has arrived. Delegations of
the Arabs will be coming to you and they will have heard
about this affair regarding your companion. Therefore,
decide together on one opinion regarding him and do not
bicker with lies or refutations of one another.”

They said, “You tell us your opinion and we will
agree with it.”

He said, “No, you all speak, and I will listen.”

They said, “We say he is a priest (kahin).”

He said, “No, by God, he is not a priest, for we
have seen priests and with him there is no murmuring like
a priest nor his rhymes (saj ihi).”

They said, “We say he is a madman (majniin).”

He said, “He is not a madman, for we have seen
madness (al-juniin) and we know it, and with him there is
no strangling or convulsing nor whispering temptations
(waswasa).”

They said, “We say he is a poet.”

He said, “He is not a poet, for we know all about
poetry—the meters of rajaz, hazaj, its form, as well as its
powers of grasping and releasing (the listener)—and his

is not poetry.” %
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In these negotiations, the community suggests an extended list of the figures that are used in the
Qur’an for types of speakers that may be confused with prophets in general and the prophet
Muhammad in particular. Moreover, Walid ibn al-Mughira’s responses show that the similarities
and differences between these figures hinge on classifying very subtle differences in types of
supernaturally inspired speech—the priest is the one who murmurs or speaks in rhymed prose

(saj ), whereas the madman whispers devilish temptations (waswasa), both of which are declared

29. Ibn Hisham, Sirat al-Nabi (Cairo: Maktabat Muhammad ‘Alt Sabih, 1963), 173-174. All translations are
my own unless otherwise noted.
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here to be distinct from the prophet’s own form of speech. The comment about poetry is
remarkably specific in terms of detailing varieties of metered speech and ecstatic performance,
which offers a definition that places prophetic speech beyond its bounds.3° This exchange
concludes with Walid ibn al-Mughira declaring that the prophet is most similar to a magician
(sahir), which solidifies his position for the tradition as an opponent even as he is assimilated into
the community through his sons’ conversion. 3! Although this brief conversation aims at
establishing the true nature of prophetic speech, the ensuing commentary suggests the ways in
which these categories of speech overlapped in the popular imagination.3?

These brief selections from the Qur’an and sira signal a late antique backdrop wherein a
variety of figures could be identified by their powerful speech that claimed supernatural
inspiration. Even as these sources assert that the madman lacks the divine source of inspiration
that underpins the prophetic claim, they also point to how a community hears the madman’s speech
as akin to prophetic speech. Moreover, the madman retains a sense of supernatural inspiration that
is specifically marked by the demonic, as can be seen in the sira’s association of the madman’s
speech with devilish whisperings (waswasa). This suggests that the madman’s speech is more
threatening than the poet’s speech. While these texts give voice to a popular view in the late antique

Arabian Peninsula of an acceptance of madness given its proximity to prophecy and poetry, they

30. This similar association of categories can be seen in Q 52:29-30, where the Qur ‘anic voice declares that the
prophet is not a priest (k@hin), madman (majniin) or a poet. The Qur an refutes an association of the prophet’s speech
with poetry in many places, particularly at the end of the Siira al-Shu ‘ard’ (The Poets, Q 26:224-227).

31. Ibn Hisham, 173. For more on Walid ibn al-Mughira, see Zettersteen, K. V., “al-Walid b. al-Mughira” in
Encyclopaedia  of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman et al (Leiden: Brill online)
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 7848.

32. A similar conversation is recapitulated slightly later in the Sira when Nadr ibn al-Harith contrasts the
prophet’s being “a most agreeable young man, trustworthy in his speech,” with each of these other types of
supernaturally inspired speakers. See Ibn Hisham, 188.
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also point to how madness was further marked by negative associations that prepared the ground
for medical approaches.
I1. ‘Ishq as mental illness in early Islamic medicine

Early Islamic medicine grew out of and systematized the humoral approach to the body
largely attributed to Galen (d. 216).3* Key thinkers include Ishaq ibn Tmran (d. ¢. 903-909), Abu
Bakr al-Razi (d. 925 or 935), ‘Alt ibn ‘Abbas al-Majiist (d. c. 982-994), and Ibn Sina (d. 1037).
During the late antique and early medieval periods, Alexandria became a key port of exchange of
medical ideas where Greek and Syriac works were translated to Arabic and then passed along to
the Latin West.>* Prior to the twelfth-century translation of Ibn Sina’s Canon of Medicine (Qaniin
fi al-Tibb), Constantine (d. 1087) brought Arabic medical textbooks from North Africa to Italy in
the early eleventh-century, which led to the production of the Viaticum, his work on morbid love,
a rough adaptation of Ibn al-Jazzar’s (d. 979) Provisions for the Traveler and the Nourishment of
the Settled (Kitab zad al-musafir wa qiit al-hadir). Mary Wack has discussed how this transference
of medical knowledge likely contributed to “the discovery of love,” or, a revolution in sensibility
commonly referred to as courtly love that swept through European culture in the late eleventh and

twelfth centuries.?® In the next chapter, I turn to an earlier precedent of courtly love in Arabic

33. Galen’s work on humoral theory was highly eclectic especially when it comes to mental illness. Galen
rejected various medical sects (rationalists, empiricists, etc) in favor of establishing Hippocrates as a medical authority
and of elaborating a totalizing approach to illness through the idea of bodily humors. Later exponents of Galenism
drew on other thinkers such as Rufus of Ephesus (fl. ¢. 100) to help systematize aspects that Galen himself did not
fully cover, such as melancholia. Michael Dols has arrived at the conclusion that Galen’s approach to insanity was
similar to a Roman legal view that made it a matter neither of morals or medical treatment, but a loss of rationality.
See Michael Dols, Majniin: The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society, 36-37. For an overview of Greek medicine and
a balanced take on its influence on the Islamic world, see Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval
Islamic Medicine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 9-12.

34. Savage-Smith and Pormann detail the Alexandrian medical curriculum as including sixteen treatises from
Galen as well as Hippocratic treatises, which were abridged and reformulated through commentary and paraphrase in
Arabic, Hebrew, and Latin and which represent the syncretic philosophy of Late Antiquity. For a historical overview,
see Savage-Smith and Pormann, 13-15.

35. Wack argues that “the medical notion of lovesickness influenced the transformation of ‘courtly love’ from
literary convention to social practice.” Wack traces this medical notion to Arabic sources, arguing that the close
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poetry and consider the possibilities of influence and/or parallel development. Here I will analyze
the development of the humoral causality of %ishq as a disease, which culminates in Ibn Sina’s
theorization that heightens the severity of ‘ishg by authorizing bodily evacuation by means of
forced vomiting (istifragh), a severe form of treatment.3®

Humoral theory, broadly speaking, relies on the principle of balance. To avoid excess, one
should strive to regulate six external factors—the environment, activity and rest, sleep and
wakefulness, nourishment, excretion and retention, and psychic events.?” Drastic shifts in any of
these factors may result in an imbalance of the body’s four humors—phlegm, blood, yellow bile,
and black bile—through what was gradually theorized as a unidirectional process of “cooking” or
incineration: overheating caused phlegm to become blood, blood to become yellow bile, and
yellow bile to become black bile.?® Each of these humors was thought to carry their own properties:
the cold and dry properties of black bile, for example, oppose the heat and moisture that all living
beings need to survive. A build-up of black bile in the body served as the etiological source of
many diseases such as leprosy, rabies, melancholia, and ‘ishg.>

The fact that psychic events were amongst the factors that contributed to the body’s overall

balance led medieval Islamic medical writers, like their Greek forerunners, to speculation on

relationship between love and melancholia derives from Ibn al-Jazzar’s text and from the greater significance of ‘ishg
in Islamic culture. See Mary Wack, Lovesickness in the Middle Ages: The Viaticum’ and its Commentaries, xv and
34-38.

36 . The Canon of Medicine became prominent only gradually, and it was through many later authors’ glossing
and condensing that it gained its prominence. For a nuanced take on gradual uptake of this work in Europe, the Middle
East, and South Asia, see Emilie Savage-Smith, F. Klein-Franke, and Ming Zhu, “Tibb,” in Encyclopedia of Islam,
Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden: Brill Online) http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-
3912 islam_COM 1216

37. Dols, 63.

38. Dols, 19.

39. Dols, 18. The severity of ‘shg in the Islamic medical tradition and its association with loss of rationality
leads me to this translation of “love-madness” for its manifestation instead of lovesickness.
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connections between the mind and the body.*® Moral philosophy had a bearing on medicine in
general and on the treatment of ‘ishg in particular. An early example of this connection can be
seen in Razi’s (d. 925) On Spiritual Medicine (al-Tibb al-rithani), which develops a moderately
ascetic ideal of life based on the premise that all pleasures presuppose a prior pain.*' The
discussion on pleasure comes to a head in a section that Razi titles “On ‘ishg and familiarity (al-
ulfa) and a few summary words on pleasure.”? This section offers a polemic against “the vileness
of ‘ishq,” and Razi declares that he is responding to courtly authors who he describes as “the
effeminate men (khanithiin), love-poets, dandies, the affluent, and men who are affected by lusts”
and adds that “they are nearly never free from this affliction, especially if they frequently look to
the stories of lovers and recitation of delicate love poetry and if they listen to sad songs and

melodies.” ¥ Against these groups, Razi posits a rational masculinity that he locates in

40. Wack notes that Constantine follows the Gaelic tradition by localizing the passions in the brain rather than
the heart. This began to change in the thirteenth century as medicine came further into contact with Aristotelianism.
It is not fully clear to me yet as to why the Islamic tradition maintains the classification of ‘ishq as a disease of the
brain, despite an earlier uptake of Aristotelian thought that focused on the heart. See Wack, 38.

41. Known as Rhazes in the Latin West, Abl Bakr al-Razi (d. 925) was a physician, philosopher, and alchemist
most known for the compilation of his medical notes in Kitab Hawi fi I-tibb (The Comprehensive Book of Medicine)
that was translated in 1279 as Continens, his magnum opus Kitab jami al-kabir (Great Medical Compendium) as well
as for his work on smallpox and measles. See L.E. Goodman, “al-Razi,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, second edition,
eds. P. Bearman et al. Consulted online on 15 December 2022 http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-
3912 islam_SIM_ 6267

42.
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Translations are my own, though I have occasionally referenced A.J. Arberry, The Spiritual Physick of Rhazes
(London: Murray, 1950), 38-49. All Arabic text is from Abiu Bakr al-Razi, Tibb al-rihani, ed. by ‘Abd al-Latif
Muhammad Abd (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahdah al-Misrtyah, 1978), 53.
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“I mean ‘ishq and its vileness.” This statement serves as a way of shifting the treatise from its discussion of pleasure
in general to ‘ishg more specifically.
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philosophers who are the ones characterized by the ideals of refinement (zarf) and etiquette (adab).
These same ideals are the ones claimed by writers and poets of the Abbasid court, and Raz1’s
deployment of them reclaims power by rearticulate the ideal.** Razi does not only emasculate these
groups, but also dehumanizes anyone who could count as a lover ( ‘ashig) by declaring “indeed,
lovers trespass the limits of beasts in their lack of control of the soul.”*® The category of “lovers”
is then further delineated as Razi notes that ‘ishq is not in the habits of philosophers, but “it is the
frequent and constant habit of the uncivilized Arabs, the Kurds, the uncouth, and the Nabateans,”
which is then followed by a declaration that the Greeks are the most refined people (umma) and

that they have less by way of ‘ishq.*® Here we can see how hierarchizing discourse tracks onto

“But the effeminate men (khanithiin), love-poets, dandies, affluent, and men who are affected by lusts are those who
do not give importance to anything except for pleasure and who do not want from the world anything but pleasure’s
attacks...they are nearly never free from this affliction, especially if they frequently look to the stories of lovers and
recitation of delicate love poetry and if they listen to sad songs and melodies.” The khanithiin are a particularly difficult
group to track, and various historical uses imply translations ranging from effeminate men, hermaphrodite, male
entertainer or prostitute, and/or crossdresser. This ambiguity, alongside the other groups that Raz1 lists, indicates that
Razi intends to refer to anyone who could be considered to be not “properly” men. See Razi, Tibb al-rithant, 56 and
53. On the khanithiin, see Ed., “Liwat”, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. Consulted
online on 10 December 2022 <http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 4677>
44. Khan has located the prominence of the ideal of refinement (zarf) in a group she calls “genteel savants”
(zarif), or “elegent, fashionable cliques that took the famous ninth century love treatise Book of the Flower (Kitab al-
Zahra) as a core manual of their subculture.” Certainly, the historical verifiability of this claim is subject to debate,
though the terminology around refinement is repeated in poetry and prose from the period. See Khan, Bedouin and
‘Abbasid Cultural Identities, 14.
45.
oaiil) ASLe ane B alled) D (5 ) ke SLERDN ()
Razi, Tibb al-rithant, 56.
~ 46.
‘JQS:;\ J\.\u}ra.bd\:\u\ﬁdﬁwj\ TB3) ‘Lﬁéﬁduw\@”&\ oda JmuujuJY\}u#bu)Ay}d\e&s PEY )
dakad (5 )1 ae) (pe el unad 45T IS alall 51 (g Lyl g Tl 5 23 Y15 ol Y15 e Y) el Laila 1,8
el il A Ui J8l agilan 3 il aad s il ) e AeSa yelal
Indeed (the philosophers) are those who are characterized by refinement (zarf) and etiquette (adab), and we find these
affairs with the philosophers only, and we see ‘ishg is not their habit, but it is the frequent and constant habit of the
uncivilized Arabs (ajldf can also mean skinned animal), the Kurds, the uncouth, and the Nabateans. And we also find
it to be a universal fact that there is not a people (umma) from amongst the peoples that is more delicate in terms of
intelligence and more refined in terms of wisdom (hikma) than the Greeks, and we see ‘ishg in most of them less than
we see in all of the rest of peoples. Razi, Tibb al-rithant, 59-60.
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these groups’ perceived irrationality, which is affirmed by their proclivities towards ‘ishg. Razi’s
moral philosophy recognizes a potency of ‘ishg without offering a cure and instead foregrounds
groups of people who are to be regarded as non-exemplary.
Later works put forward a more diagnostic approach. Ibn al-Jazzar’s (d. 979) Provisions
for the Traveler and the Nourishment of the Settled (Kitab zad al-musdfir wa qut al-hadir) places
on display a medical approach that is pragmatic in orientation. Intended for the traveler without
access to a physician, Provisions for the Traveler was translated into Latin, and subsequently
provided medieval Europe a technical vocabulary for discussing the ills of love.*” Ibn al-Jazzar
defines ‘ishg as “amongst the diseases that are engendered in the brain—it is excess of desire
(shawq) due to contemplating and lust and thereafter the greatest of pains of the soul follows it, I
mean, anxieties and sleeplessness.”*® Following a Galenic approach, Ibn al-Jazzar concretizes
ishq by locating its effects in the brain and by differentiating it from desire (shawgq). Ibn al-Jazzar
goes on to clarify that ‘ishq is that which overflows from love (mahabba), that it is an excess of
affection (mawwada), and that it is perhaps “an intense natural need to emit excess from the

body.”* Sexual intercourse appears as a cure, which was increasingly adopted by later Islamic

47. Mary Wack connects the rapid interest in the Provisions for the Traveler with both an interest in the
Aristotelianized sciences of Islam that emphasized the materiality of the human body, and, subsequently, with the rise
in literacy in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries with the emergence of universities and interest in a reform of
religious experience towards the affective. See Wack, 32.
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Ibn al-Jazzar, Zad Al-musafir Wa-qit Al-hadir, edited by Muhammad SuwaysT and Radi al-Jazi (Tunis: al-Dar al-
‘Arabiyah lil-Kitab, 1986), 83.
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physicians.’® Moreover, Ibn al-Jazzar, unlike Razi, notes the humoral causation of black bile,
which leads to an acknowledgement of ‘ishq’s severity that causes the lover’s rationality to yield
and that could eventually lead to the more severe mental disease of melancholia.’! Following
ancient medicine, Ibn al-Jazzar recommends wine as a cure for the body and music for the soul.>
Although Ibn al-Jazzar agrees with Razi that the threat ‘ishqg poses to rationality is bad for bodily
health, his diagnostic approach carries less of a sense of moral judgement.

Though Ibn al-Jazzar’s work hints at humoral causality, the diagnostic approach reached a
new level of theorization with Ibn Stna’s Canon of Medicine. For the first time, ‘ishq is not listed

as sub-type of melancholia, but “a delusionary illness (marad waswast) similar to melancholia.”>3

And some of the philosophers have said that it is a name for what overflows from love (mahabba) and however much
there is guidance, it is the excess of affection (mawadda) and perhaps the disease of ‘ishq is an intense natural need to
emit excess from the body. And Rufus the wise maintained that the total usage is for one who at once is overcome
with black bile and madness and his rationality ( ‘aq/) yields to it and the lover (al- ‘G@shig) dissolves in intense abandon.
Ibn al-Jazzar, 83.

50. Kecia Ali has discussed how classical Islamic jurisprudence saw lawful sex as “good, healthy, and
praiseworthy,” but that on the whole, legal scholars saw sex within the law as “not only permissible but recommended
for males,” whereas female partners were presumed to acquiesce and be available for men’s needs and were presumed
to be interchangeable. For a nuanced discussion that differentiates between classical dictates and modern practice, see
Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics in Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence (Oxford: Oneworld
Publications, 2006), 56-74.
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And therefore Galen said that the potency of the soul follows the disposition of the body, and if the lover had not been
cured and confronted what he was applying his thoughts to and regained the health of his soul and distracted it from
persistence in thinking then it would reach the known limit of melancholia. Ibn al-Jazzar, 84.
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And Rufus maintained that wine was a strong medicine for the depressed and the anxious and the lovers. And some
of the philosophers maintained that listening to music is for the soul and wine is for the body. Ibn al-Jazzar, 84-85.
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“This is a delusionary illness, which is similar to melancholia.” Mary Wack details how the association of love with
melancholia in medieval Islamic medicine stems from Ishaq ibn ‘Imran’s (d. 908) work, but she does not note that Ibn
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This classification heightens not only the bodily effects of ‘ishg, but also the extremity with which
the physician sought to treat it. Ibn Stna details an elaborate version of the “pulse test”—a test that
dates back to antiquity wherein a physician would attempt to learn the beloved’s identity through
mentioning various names while taking the patient’s pulse—which he claims to have tried, and
which facilitates, if necessary, the physician in uniting the patient with the beloved according to
“the manner permitted by religion and law.”>* This grants the physician power equivalent to a
jurisprudent, and it acknowledges sex within the law as one valid approach to a cure. Claiming to
have seen this cure work in one case, Ibn Sina offers a comment that acknowledges “the
subordination of the body to mental delusions.” This affirms a general principle of humoral
theory that psychic events are one of the six external factors that should be regulated to preserve
good health, and it acknowledges ‘shg as an external force, which releases it from moral

judgement.

Sina no longer relegated ‘ishqg to being a sub-type. See Wack, 35 and Ibn Stna, al-Qaniin fi t-tibb vol. 2 (Bilaq, 1877),

71. I have also referenced Dols’ translation in Majniin, 484-485.
54.

Calia) 13 caant Ao all 5 Ko ¢ e alai b i€ pland S of @lld 3 ALall g asdle Jiw dal 48 sdina 48 jaa )

S IS K8 2 3 gl ad 4l sl ol ) e Al Cya g dsle o cadaiiall 4nd jla s dlagdae TaDUA) Gl

v iy S 13 ia Gl a5 (5 sl pud ) Lo SIS Gt (ol 5 il e inall 5 Gl s (Sl

A Lin il 5 138 Ly ja 28 U8 cai je 5 38 jal) g Aplall g ansV] (e 48 glina Gl s Gl e Cinan o] ) je a5 e i SO

e g 5 ol g a5 (e Lagiy qond) L ) aSle 53l ) 5 cndie e 5l 3 IS L

Knowledge of the beloved is one of the ways to cure (a lover). And the trick to this is to mention many names
repeatedly while a hand is on his pulse and if it differs greatly or seems to stop, then repeat. I have tested this many
times and I have learned the name of the beloved. Then recall in the same way lanes, residences, professions, crafts,
genealogies, and countries and combine each of them with the name of the beloved while checking the pulse. When
it changes at the mention of one thing repeatedly, you will gather from this all the particularities of the beloved—the
name, the appearance, and the occupation. We have tested this and we have brought forth from it what was useful.
Then if you did not find a cure except to arrange their uniting then do it according to the manner permitted by religion
and law. Ibn Stna, al-Qaniin fi t-tibb vol. 2, 72.
55.
Alaill ol DU daglall Aol o Wlliin) 5 ccamall 4 Uil 500 juadl 852 slae (oo ey 48 gilina (30 Joa 3 ea] Ll

When he felt union with his beloved, there was recovery in the shortest period. We found this astonishing, and were
thus informed about the obedience of the physical disposition to the psychic delusions (awham al-nafsaniya).
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Other treatments for Ibn Sina include bodily evacuation by means of forced vomiting,
entertainment, and various forms of sex and seduction from other people who replace the desire
for the beloved. Evacuation is reserved for the most severe of patients in whom the physician can
recognize the burning of bodily humors, which would lead to a build-up of black bile.>® Other
cures are for less severe patients who are still “amongst the rational” and who might realize the
psychic event is nothing but “a delusion (waswasa) and a kind of madness (juniin).”>’ Loss of
rationality remains the breaking point. Ibn Sina then specifies other forms of sex and seduction
that can be curative as he suggests that old women or effeminate men may parody the beloved.>®
This suggestion affirms that for Ibn Sina, as with the ancient Greek physicians that proceeded him,
a lover was generally a man, and it mirrors what he considers in the Risala fi I- ishq (Treatise on

‘ishq) to be lawful and desirable forms of touching and kissing between men.>® Moreover, Ibn Sina

56.
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You should contemplate whether his condition can be attributed to the burning of a humor by the signs that you can
recognize, and if so, you should evacuate. Ibn Sina, al-Qaniin fi t-tibb vol. 2, 72.
57.
Gsiall e
If a lover is amongst the rational, then he can be given advice and warning, as well as be mocked and treated harshly
for it. For the image that he has is nothing but a delusion and a kind of madness.” Perhaps this explanation of an image
in the mind relates to the general power that Ibn Sina gives to the imaginative faculty. Ibn Sina, a/-Qdniin fi ¢-tibb vol.
2,72.
58. ) )
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Among useful things is for these old women to imitate the appearance of the beloved with ugly imitations and to bear
parts of their bodies in detestable parody. They continue as such and elaborate on the beloved because it is their job,
and they are more skillful in this than men except for effeminate men (a/-mukhannathin) and the effeminate men are
also skillful in this in no way inferior to the skill of the old women. Ibn Sina, al-Qaniin fi t-tibb vol. 2, 72.
59. There Ibn Sina suggests that sexual union is only rational if it is for the purpose of reproduction, but that
hugging and kissing are natural byproducts of the ‘ishg of a man of refinement. See Emil Frackenheim, “A Treatise
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also suggests that buying slave girls (jawari) and increasing sexual activity with them is another
way of curing ‘ishq.%° As such, sex within the law was one way amongst many for curing the
severity of ‘ishq, a severity that was fully conceptualized to be the result of humoral imbalance in
Ibn Sina’s work.

These thresholds of diagnosis help contextualize Majnun as a literary figure who loses
rationality but who does, occasionally, regain it with cures such as food, entertainment, and
mention of the beloved’s name. Several times various members of Majnun’s family suggest that
he marry another woman, which resembles the curative approach of sex within the law but which
Majnun rejects due to a kind of ascetic devotion that does not appear to be dominant amongst
premodern Islamic traditions.®! Majnun’s refusal to be cured as well as his status as “a Bedouin”
gives way to a view of his animality that dehumanizes in ways similar to Raz1’s discussion of
groups affected by %shq. Yet Majnun’s animality also resonates with pre-Islamic poetry, which

provides a very different way of understanding human-animal relations and to which I now turn.

on Love by Ibn Sina,” in Medieval Studies 7,1 (1945): 222 and Ibn Sina, Risalah fi al- ishq, ed. by Husayn Siddiq and
Rawiyah Jamis (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 2005), 74.

60.
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(Among the recommended activities are also) the buying of slave-girls (jawar?), and the increase of sexual intercourse
with them, acquiring new ones and taking pleasure in them. Kecia Ali has analyzed the relationship between
enslavement and femaleness in early Islamic jurisprudence and has shown how slave concubinage helped define
marriage by way of comparison and contrast. Normatively speaking, men were allowed four wives but an unlimited
number of slave concubines. For a longer discussion, see Kecia Ali, Marriage and Slavery in Early Islam (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2010), 8 and 164-87.

61. I draw from Alexander Knysh’s historical periodization provides a helpful framework for considering
Sufism’s shifting emphases: early pietistic movements after the arrival of Islam, the consolidation of apologetic and
hagiographic literature about sufis and sufism in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the growth of literary and
philosophical works that speculate about sufism in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and the rise of Sufi orders
(tarigat) thereafter. While ascetic devotion was prominent amongst the earliest phase, it is but one component of later
phases and Sufis such as Ahmad-e Jam (d. 1141) or Abii Sa‘id Abt 1-Khayr (d. 1049) engage precisely in worldly and
carnal feats to prove their own spiritual manliness. For further differences between asceticism and Sufism see
Christopher Melchert, Before Sufism: Early Islamic Renunciant Piety (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 177-195 and
Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 5-8.
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ITI. Animality in pre-Islamic poetry

Non-human animals are abundant in pre-Islamic poetry. Descriptions of animals appear in
the nasib (love-prelude) and the rahil (journey) of the mu ‘allagat (hanging odes), and different
animals offer divergent windows into the ritual functions and lifestyles of this society.%? Although
there are open questions on pre-Islamic poetry’s historicity, its mythic significance allows for a
broad-based understanding of how poetic discourse imagined non-human animals and human-
animal relations prior to and during the emergence of Majnun as a literary figure.®> The most
significant animal is the camel, which is typically sacrificed for the sake of the tribe at the end of
the poem to mark the symbolic importance of generosity.®* Many mu ‘allagat contain lengthy
descriptions of other animals, often used in similes as intricate ways of describing the camel, such
as Labid ibn Rabi‘a’s descriptions of the onager and oryx.%> Overall, these depictions show a deep
familiarity with animals from the standpoint of external description and the act of sacrifice serves
the function of affirming the poet’s power within the tribe. Suzanne Stetkevych, Stefan Sperl,

James Montgomery, and others have explored the ways in which the mu ‘allagat poet’s power

62. The mu ‘allagat (suspended odes) are traditionally regarded to have been winning poems of an annual poetic
contest held near Mecca, subsequently embroidered on cloth, and suspended from the Ka ‘ba. Historiographical issues
continue for poetry retroactively dated to the Umayyad period (661-750) due to a scarcity of texts. On issues of
attribution of the mu ‘allagat, see Abdulla el-Tayib, “Pre-Islamic Poetry,” in The Cambridge History of Arabic
Literature, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 111-113 and Gregor Schoeler, The Oral and the
Written in Early Islam, trans. Uwe Vagelpohl and ed. James Montgomery (London: Routledge, 2006). On the
fragmented reception of Umayyad texts, see Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities, 34.

63. I bracket historiographical questions and follow Suzanne Stetkevych’s approach to thinking of individual
poets as “personae constructs of a mythic, folkloric, and archetypal nature.” Suzanne Stetkeyvch highlights how the
genre of Arabic literary biography combined anecdotes (akhbar) and genealogies (ansab) along with excerpts of
poetry to construct these personae. Though debates about authenticity continue to varying degrees, Stetkevych notes
how attributions often rely more on the popular and literary imagination as evidenced by the genre of literary
biographies. See Suzanne Stetkeyvch, The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual (Ithica
and London: Cornell University Press, 1993), 124-131.

64. Stetkevych details how Labid, for example, initiates the traditional slaughter of a camel that is then
hospitably shared with the kinship group and its dependents, noting how the boast in Labid’s poem switches from the
first-person singer to the plural as the praise of self slips into praise of the kinship group. See Stetkevych, The Mute
Immortals Speak, 39-40.

65. Ibid, 253-255.
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hinges upon embodying a communalist ethos of murii’a (manliness)—a term akin to the Latin
virtus as it combines manliness with the ability to provide for a kinship group, which is often
associated with the final boast (fakhr) of an ode (gasida).®® Stetkevych has argued that this boast
represents the poet’s completion of a rite of passage, pointing to the ode of Labid as paradigmatic
due to its declaration of the collective power of the tribe and of celebrating this power in drinking
and feasting.%” This boast typically coincides with the camel sacrifice, and as such an animal is
used as the means through which human kinship is affirmed and re-established.

In contrast to the mu ‘allagat, poems of the sa‘alik (plural, singular su litk) or
outcast/brigand poets describe a poet who leaves behind what he considers to be unjust practices
of his kinship group and goes to live in the wilderness. The su 7itk’s boast typically praises his own
self-sufficiency or the self-sufficiency of other sa ‘alik like him.%® In these poems, animals are
likewise central, but instead of serving the tribe as with the camel sacrifice, the poet sees himself
as one among them. Animals as alternative kin is a theme prominent in one of the most famous
poems of the sa ‘alik, Shanfara’s Lamiyya (Poem rhyming in the letter “/am”). According to later
quasi-biographical accounts, Shanfara becomes estranged from his natal tribe due to either their

keeping him as a slave or their killing of his father, and this causes him to seek a life outside human

66. Stefan Sperl highlights how an “anthropocentric worldview internalized by the tribal ethos of muri’'a
(manliness) is countered by the Qur’an’s own ethos of hospitality, which rearticulates the actions of the generous hero
(karim) as winning reward in the afterlife,” while Stetkevych describes the articulation of murii’a as built into the
bipartite or tripartite structure of the gasida itself, which ritually allows the speaker to undertake a kind of rite of
passage as he sacrifices lost love for the greater good of the collective. See Stefan Sperl, “The Qur’an and Arabic
Poetry,” in The Oxford Handbook of Qur anic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 402-403; Stetkevych,
The Mute Immortals Speak, 4-8; James E. Montgomery, “Dichotomy in Jahilt Poetry.” Journal of Arabic Literature 17
(1986): 1-20.

67. Angelika Neuwirth has discussed how banquet scenes in Qur anic paradise share images with the boast of
mu ‘allagat poetry, arguing that the deployment of tropological similarities served to promote the new eschatological
theology of the Qur’an to a milieu accustomed to thinking in terms of material rewards. Neuwirth, Scripture, Poetry,
and the Making of a Community, 76-96.

68. Stetkevych maintains that su /ik is an intensified adjectival form of the verb salaka (to travel, to go along
aroad) and cites Lane’s definitions of “poor, needy, having no property, no reliance on anything; a thief, robber.” See
Ibid, 87.
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society as well as his own, eventual, blood-vengeance.® The Lamiyya opens by declaring these

inversions of kinship affiliation:

Raise the chests of your camels, brothers from my ;S...L..A Jeda 4l 0 gadl
mother, and go. Uy &g 8 )
o . C e )
I incline towards a tribe other than you. 7 et

The camels symbolize the strength of Shanfara’s tribe, whose natal intimacy with him is carefully
denoted when he calls them “brothers from my mother” (bani ummi) and he commands them to
depart. This departure reverses the expectations that Shanfara will either depart with them only to
return and prepare the camel sacrifice. Instead, the poet declares that he inclines towards a different
tribe and ambiguity of who this tribe is lingers.”! This ambiguity is, however, resolved a few lines

later as Shanfara names his alternative kin:

I have other kin than you—the swift wolf, f)ﬂlﬂf‘w' e dus O}j:‘i 5}5:'53 D)
spotted leopard, and long-maned hyena. Joa e 5 ) )iz 3 _ng}
They are the family who do not spread an entrusted secret, 203 ) £ Y AN 4
and they do not abandon a criminal because of his C}' J ’J"‘“j &J«““""."“/ ¥ d“’\j ?“
crimes.”? Jasd fa Ll ‘;_1\41\ Y eg_._ml

Not only are these alternative kin animals, but also they are predatory animals, and Shanfara’s

claiming of them as his family or kin (aA/) marks him as a kind of predatory creature himself.”®

69. Ibid, 125-129.

70. I have translated these passages to bring forth parts that follow in the commentary. They are, however,
heavily reliant upon the translations of Michael Sells and Suzanne Stetkevych. For the Arabic text see Diwan al-
Shanfara, ed. Emil Ya‘qub (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 2015), 58, line 1. See also Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals
Speak, 143-150 and Michael Sells, Desert Tracings: Six Classic Arabian Odes by ‘Algama, Shanfara, Labid, ‘Antara,
Al-A ‘sha, and Dhu al-Rumma (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1989), 24-31.

71. Stetkevych notes the rhetorical emphasis of tibaq (antithesis) that helps with understanding the significance
of “inclination” (amyalir) as juxtaposed with the command “raise” (agimii)—a verb that also shares the root of g/w/m
with the word for tribe (gawm) and for the idea of finding the right path (mustaqim), which in effect is the opposite of
the act of inclining. See Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 150.

72. Shanfara, Diwan, 59, lines 5-6.

73. These animals are only referred to by epithets ( ‘amallas - swift, also black and white denoting the wolf;
arqat - black and white spotted, typically denoting a snake or leopard; ‘arfa’ - long-maned, referencing a hyena).
Stetkevych notes that this substitution suggests ambiguity, and I would add that it likewise adds a sense of the animals
as those beings which are typically seen in the wild, in contrast to Shanfara’s declared intimacy with them. See
Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 151.
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Shanfara is at home with them because their society is more accepting of him as an alleged criminal
than human society.”* The poem continues to enforce this idea of non-humans as alternative kin,
with Shanfara even suggesting that his sword and bow are his companions (ashab).” Instead of
claiming antisocial behavior alone, Shanfara develops an idea of community that he finds more
suitable than his natal kinship group that extends beyond the human realm.

These kinship inversions subvert not only the primacy of his natal tribe, but also the
boundaries of wildness and tameness that might separate the non-human animal world from human
society. Describing hunger in the outskirts of human society, Shanfara’s poem launches into an

extended simile that compares this hunger to a wolf’s lifestyle:

I go out each morning with little sustenance like a thin wolf e LS 2 i js'S\ s jﬁ:i 3
led from wasteland to wasteland, dust colored. Jaka i st 8IS ib‘
The hungry wolf meets the wind hurriedly \:\S\A A B L‘)AJL’-” LULL- e

swooping down the ravines, bounding. ; g 27 s s
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When his prey escapes from his pursuit, s e
he calls out, and his companions, emaciated, respond.”® Al Cua e ‘L'Jd‘ °‘}5 s
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Hunger is a need that is shared by both the speaker and the wolf. The hungry wolf’s movements
give way to its intrinsic sociability as he finds wolf companions when his prey escapes. Although

the wolf is portrayed as a hungry predator, its intrinsic sociability as well as the shared feeling of

74. Later in the poem, Shanfara refers to himself as “one hunted for crimes (farid jindyat),” an epithet that
flows from the fact that he claims murder in this poem as well as from the general lore about the incriminating reasons
for his being an outcast. See Shanfara, Diwan, 68 line 46.

75.
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(I have) three companions—a brave heart
A white sword, and a yellow bow.

Shanfara, Diwan, 60, line 11.
76. Shanfara, Diwan, 63-64, 27-29.
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hunger between the wolf and the speaker has the effect of blunting any sense that the wolf is a

fearful, wild creature. The simile continues by playing with a sense of the wolf being both tame

and wild:
Gaping mouths as if their jaws Leb nls (<3 0 Ghea
were split sticks, grim and bold. JEd s SRR rpanll (3 J;_:;,

He howls and they howl on the open plain
as if they were women wailing from a high place.
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He hesitates and they hesitate, he takes comfort in them L D ..
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He complains and they complain, then he turns back

and they turn back. For patience, when complaints are &vge s a5 ) (f, PR
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The gaping jaws symbolize the inescapable violence to the wolf’s predatory nature, yet the last
line notes that the wolf'is also a model of patience. This reversal comes after the intrinsic sociability
of wolves is emphasized through pairings of verbs (he howls and they howl, he hesitates and they
hesitate, etc.), and the simile ends with a holistic sense of the wolf as paradoxically both patient
and hungry, both tame and wild, just like the poet. The blurring of any human/animal distinction
is further evidenced by the many times the poem uses the verb alafu (to be accustomed) to describe
how the poet becomes accustomed to things usually viewed as animal-like—sleeping on the barren
earth, remaining thirsty, etc.’® The play between what is wild and what is domestic behavior
underlies the entire poem as a dialectic that simultaneously gives evidence to the animality of the

human. Yet unlike the wolf who howls with its mates in ways comparable to wailing women—an

77. Shanfara, Diwan, 65, lines 32-35.

78. The verb appears when Shanfara claims to not be startled like an old man (line 19), to be used to little to
drink (line 24), and to a hard bed (line 42), and to anxieties (hAumiim) that continuously plague him (line 48). See
Shanfara, Diwan, 62-68.
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image that again blurs any human/animal boundaries by recalling women’s ritual lament (ritha y—
the lone speaker never enjoys companionship amidst his trials.”

The shared sentiment between the speaker and the wolf is, however, broken by the tribe
itself who asserts a difference between human and non-human animals. After the poet brags of his
night-raid on the tribe that results in blood vengeance (“I widowed women and orphaned
children”), there is an imagined conversation between two groups about what has happened.®°

Each group makes guesses on the unidentifiable sound of the night-raid:

They said: our dogs were howling in the night. EIN d:\L & Adl ) gl
We said: was it a wolf prowling or a hyena? Je o u»@ 5] S R
(They said) it was nothing but a snarl then they went to sleep. voan b3 ) dh ok
We said: was it a startled sandgrouse or hawk? ciesp &ale ) el f’h
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(They said) if it was one of the jinn, what an ominous night

visitor, &)LL’ ’C)-’y ua u—“ i u‘ﬁ
and if it were a human—no, a man does not act like that.®! Jash SV S Lo L) & o)

The various animals named are the typical ones that frequent pre-Islamic poetry, and the second
group’s mention of the wolf establishes it as a wild creature to be juxtaposed with the human. The
last line shows how the category of the human is socially constructed by the tribe who insist that

no human could commit such an act of violence.®? I will return to this association of animality

79. My thanks to Paul Losensky for drawing my attention to this image. For more on poetry of ritual lament,
see Alan Jones, Early Arabic Poetry vol. 1 (Reading: Ithaca Press Reading for the Board of the Faculty of Oriental
Studies, Oxford University, 1992) and Tahera Qutbuddin, “Women Poets,” in Medieval Islamic Civilization: An
Encyclopedia vol. 1, ed. by Josef W. Meri (New York: Routledge, 2016), 865-867.

80.
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Shanfara, Diwan, 70, line 57.

81. Shanfara, Diwan, 70-71, lines 59-61.

82. As aresult, Shanfara is marked as an outsider in ways that bear eerie resemblance to Bénédicte Boissoron’s
discussion of race and animality in modern American and French contexts—his blackness, though unacknowledged
in the poem, reinforces a view of his violence that simultaneously marks him as animalistic. “Shanfara” means “he
who has large lips,” and various anecdotes suggest that he was either dark skinned, of a less reputable lineage, or both.
Boissoron’s question of “to what extent, therefore, is radicalization and animalization atavistically ingrained in our
collective memory?” seems to resonate far beyond her context of study, and the community’s dehumanization of
Shanfara occurs alongside a view of his actions as feral, pointing to what Bénédicte Boissoron locates as “the
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with violence when considering Majnun’s animality as concomitant with his being viewed as a
“Bedouin” other, here simply marking that there are effects to consider when the human/animal
boundary blurs beyond the positing of animals as alternative kin.

I want to briefly consider a poem from one other su /itk, Ta’abbata Sharran, which speaks
further to the idea of animals as alternative kin by addressing the question of predator-prey
relations between humans and non-human animals during the hunt. Hunting was a typical courtly
activity, and during the Abbasid period a separate genre of poetry known as tardiyyat (hunting
poems) flourished.®® While tardiyyat poems reflect a desire for mastery over the animal world,
Ta’abbata Sharran’s poem, like Shanfara’s Lamiyya, reflects the idea of living peacefully among
wild animals. The Book of Songs quotes this poem after an anecdote that describes how Ta’abbata
Sharran proposed to marry a woman only to be rejected by one of her kinsmen, which leads to a
life in the wilderness and which bears notable resemblance to Majnun’s story.®* The poet then

describes this lifestyle in the third person:

He spends nights in the beasts’ habitation places until they are PR @; Uia gl Sra A iu.\g
accustomed to him, i 5 shall g a9 5 K 9

and at morning he does not prevent them from pasturing.
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Th ho did not to hunt beasts. =
ey saw a young man who did not care to hunt beasts laa A58 L) Eailia 5

Even if they greeted a human, they greeted him all together.%

intersectional fantasies of racialization and animalization.” See A. Arazi, “al-Shanfara,” in Encyclopedia of Islam
Second  Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. Accessed online on 16 November 2022
<http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM_1035>, and Bénédicte Boissoron, Afro-Dog:
Blackness and the Animal Question (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 1x and xxvii.

83. This development was a part of poetic developments of the gif ‘a (fragmentary poem) of the Abbasid period,
and Abl Nuwas (d. 814) was the first poet to have a separate tardiyya section of his collection of poems. For an
overview of the genre, see Jaroslav Stetkevych, The Hunt in Arabic Poetry: From Heroic to Lyric to Metapoetic (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2016), 91-225.

84. On the marriage story, see Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 90.

85. Arabic text from ibid, 295.
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Instead of naming individual animals, Ta’abbata Sharran merely mentions his companions as
“beasts (al-wahsh),” while simultaneously undoing any sense of their alterity or wildness by
claiming that they could become accustomed to a human (alafna-hu, again from the verb alafu,
signaling the beasts’ own capacities of domestication).®® The fact that he does not hunt them
facilitates their friendly exchange, and yet the poet later describes his ability to “terrify a group of
gazelles.”®” As I will discuss in the sections that follow, this is strikingly different from Majnun’s
relationships with gazelles, and Ta’abbata Sharran’s animality, like Shanfara’s, appears to be
marked by the beastly in ways that affirm a specifically threatening posture. Indeed, the meaning
of Ta’abbata Sharran’s name—a nickname meaning “he who carried evil under his arm,” which is
attributed in some anecdotes to his bringing a ram to his kin that becomes a demonic ghiil—
underscores how he is particularly marked by the demonic.® Majnun’s nickname is more
ambiguous as madness retained a sense of being associated with prophecy, and the jinn appear in
the Qur’an and other sources as both good and evil unlike the ghiil.®® This brief sketch of animals

and animality in pre-Islamic poetry provides a backdrop for approaching the setting of the earliest

86. Wahsh can also mean deserted places, further contributing to a contrast between these two words even as
its usage here and elsewhere in the Arabic material typically refers to wild animals.

87.

sl ol Aed
It seems that sirb could also refer to other animals in flocks, most likely still domesticated. This contrast between
beastly and domesticated is likewise brought forth at the end of Shanfara’s Lamiyyah, where the poet likens himself
to a buck surrounded by she-goats. See Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 91 and 295.

88. The ghiil in the gasida is typically a female subspecies of jinn that strikes fear in the one who encounters
her through her shapeshifting abilities. On the nickname, see Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 93-94. On the
ghiil, see Michael Sells, “Guises of the Ghiil: Dissembling Simile and Semantic Overflow in the Classical Arabic
Nasib,” in Reorientations: Arabic and Persian Poetry, ed. Suzanne Stetkevych (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994), 139-140.

89. In the Qur’an, the jinn are thought to be created from “smokeless fire,” (Q 55: 14)—as opposed to humans
who are created from clay and angels from light—and they are capable of salvation, while also being associated with
Iblis (Satan) (Q 18:48). See D.B. MacDonald, H. Mass¢, P. N. Boratav, K.A. Nizami, and P. Voorhoeve, “Djinn”, in
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. Accessed online on 1 December 2022
<http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 0191>
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sources on Majnun’s life, sources which depict more and more complex ways of understanding
human-animal relations that speak back to issues in human society.
IV. Early sources on Majnun’s Life

The earliest sources on Majnun’s life offer an array of depictions of human-animal
relations, which stems from varying degrees of fictionality that can be detected through their
undermining of inherited material. Despite their differences, each of the sources fit under the broad
genre of adab—a term that many scholars gloss as ‘paideia’ or ‘educational literature’ instead of
merely ‘literature’ to emphasize an intertwined relationship between aesthetic appreciation and
embodied behavior that is encoded through reading such texts.®® While Ibn Qutayba’s Book of
Poetry and Poets and the Diwan present the story through anecdotes from various chains of
transmission (isnads), Isfahant’s Book of Songs directly undermines the isndd method. For those

unfamiliar with how an isnad works, here is an example from the Book of Songs:

Ahmad ibn ‘Ubayd Allah ibn ‘Ammar informed me; he o daal Bas JB jlae 4l due (g dead G pal
said, ‘Ahmad ibn Sulayman ibn AbT Sheikh related tome | 43 ¢ e i o dans e 4l e b o o b‘ ol
on the authority of his father on the authority of (,S;J ’ Sl ;5\3
Muhammad ibn al-Hakam on the authority of ‘Awana e
who said, [anecdote follows].”*!

90. Both Ibn Qutayba and Isfahani’s works follow the methodology of Islamic biographical literature (fabagat)
for literary figures. Ibn Qutayba’s work is a chronologically arranged poetic anthology that covers over two hundred
poets, from the pre-Islamic period through the ninth century, while Isfahani ’s is a massive collection of Arabic music
and culture from the pre-Islamic period to the end of the ninth century. Originally intended to record Hartn al-Rashid’s
hundred most celebrated songs, the work far exceeds its conception through the variegated akhbar that provide
historical and biographical information on the song-writers and poets. Biographical literature was one genre that fell
under the broader genre of adab, which also included things like poetry, prose, historiography, geography, and some
encyclopedias. Moreover adab’s polysemy simultaneously gives evidence to the embodied subject-forming processes
intertwined with reading a corpus of texts. For more on Ibn Qutayba, see Joseph E. Lowry, “Ibn Qutayba,” in
Dictionary of Literary Biography Volume 311: Arabic Literary Culture, ed. Michael Cooperson, Shawkat M. Toorawa
and Roger Allen (Detroit: Gale Research Inc, 2005), 173; On Isfahani see Hilary Kilpatrick, Making the Great Book
of Songs: Compilation and the Author's Craft in Abi L-Faraj Al-Isb ahani's Kitab al-Aghani (New York:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 23; on adab, see Hoda El Shakry, The Literary Qur’'an: Narrative Ethics in the Maghreb,
17-19 and introduction.

91. Abii al-Faraj al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani vol. 2 (Cairo: al-Mu assasah al-Misriyah al- Ammah lil-Ta Tif
wa-al-Tarjamah wa-al-Tiba ‘ah wa-al-Nashr, 1963), 9.
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What is significant for my purposes is not who these people are but the extendibility of the list into
more and more transmitters. Additionally, what or who gets counted as an authority varies widely.
Even in this relatively sound isnad, one authoritative name is simply ‘his father,” whereas in other
isnads the passive verb ‘it was said (gila)’ circumvents the question of verifiable authority entirely.
Rather than characterizing this method as lacking veracity, I suggest that the deployment of the
isnad in these works conceptually offers an alternative to the modern dichotomy between history
and fiction by drawing attention to gradients of mediation in narrative prose. Beatrice Gruendler,
Hilary Kilpatrick, and other scholars of classical Arabic literature have pointed to the playful use
of the isnad in texts that propose infeasible relationships between transmitters or that convey
strikingly different information.®? Gruendler has shown how anecdotes (akhbar) of adab works

can be understood as “skillful dramaturgy” of a “literized social context.”*?

This understanding of
the anecdote is important for my purposes because it allows for an approach that both
acknowledges the value of narrative bits that surround the poetry, and recognizes the fact that they
contain information beyond fact. Though I analyze poetry attributed to Majnun in these sources,

the majority of this chapter aims to understand these anecdotal depictions of Majnun so as to

approach the social construction of his animality.

92. Kirsten Beck has provided an overview of this scholarship and has argued that this playful use of the isnad
calls attention to how knowledge is produced. This usage differs from the deployment of the isnad in other genres
such as hadith (sayings of the prophet Muhammad) criticism, a genre whose legitimizing practices include detailed
biographies of the transmitters. I build on current approaches to the literary isnad that see it as a technique that is self-
consciously manipulated. In other words, I am suggesting that the literary isndd as well as the deliberate undermining
of transmitted material provide ways of locating degrees of distance from verifiability in premodern adab. See Kirsten
Beck, “Isfahani’s Invitation to Madness: Introduction to the Majniin Layla Story,” in Journal of Arabic Literature 49,
4 (2018): 332-333.

93. Gruendler also describes how akhbar play with and condense time and index orality to establish an overall
scene that adds to the poetry itself by directing it towards edifying and/or entertaining purposes. See Beatrice
Gruendler, “Verse and Taxes: The Function of Poetry in Selected Literary Akhbar of the Third/Ninth Century,” in On
Fiction and Adab in Medieval Arabic Literature, ed. Philip Kennedy (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2005), 90-96.
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Ibn Qutayba’s entry in the Book of Poetry and Poets is the earliest account of anecdotes
contextualizing poetry attributed to Majnun. This work uses the methodology of Islamic
biographical literature (fabagqat) for literary figures and generally aims to consolidate its source
material and to provide a coherent vision of an Islamic past. Unlike the entries of most of the other
poets that merely situate the various poetic citations, the entry on Majnun presents a unified
narrative—presenting us with most of the main plot points of later versions including the lovers-
to-be meeting as children, Majnun’s going mad when Layla’s family blocks their union, the
attempt to win her in battle with the help of local tax collector Nawfal b. Musahiq, an encounter
with Layla, Majnun’s father’s attempt to “cure” Majnun of his love by taking him to the Ka‘ba,
and Majnun’s eventual, permanent relocation to the desert and his death.”* The entry begins with
two alternatives for the poet’s lineage from anonymous isndads, signaling both a desire to locate a
historical person and uncertainty, as the entry appeals to the passive verb “it is said
(yugal).” Though not directly undermining the isnad, even this earliest source implicitly
acknowledges uncertainty as to whether Majnun can be identified with any historical person by
citing multiple lineages.” Quickly Majnun’s nickname becomes the focal point “because of the

dwindling of his rationality due to the severity of his passion (/i-dhahabi ‘aqli-hi bi-shiddati ‘ishqi-

94. Notably, an anonymous speaker’s encounter with Layla in this earliest source includes poetic attributions
to her as well. Yet unlike Majnun, her speech is cut short by the speaker’s questioning of her own non-normative
behavior of crying and fainting as the speaker asks “do you not fear God (ma ta-tagina Allah)?” Although Layla’s
position as a fellow poet-lover is thus represented, it is not thoroughly explored. See Ibn Qutayba, Kitab al-Sh'ir wa
al-shu‘ard’ aw tabaqat al-shu‘ara’ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmtyah, 1985), 375.

95. The entry begins by stating that Majnun is either of the tribe of Ja‘da ibn Ka‘b ibn Rabi‘a ibn Sa‘sa‘a, or
of ‘Uqayl ibn Ka‘b ibn Rabi‘a before switching in the next sentence to his nickname. The entry moreover ends on a
curious note of concern for the poet’s legacy. Ibn Qutayba declares, “Majnun has offspring in the Najd,” before turning
to a list of correct and incorrect attributions. This places distance between the details accumulated in the anecdotes
and a sense of verifiability. See Ibn Qutayba, Kitab al-Sh'ir wa al-shu‘ara’, 373 and 379.
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hi).” % The juxtaposition of ‘ishq against rationality (‘agl) shows how this work, like
contemporaneous medical discourse, sees ‘ishq as a kind of disease that overcomes the mind.
Turning to the anecdotes, the sources of transmission in the rest of the short entry remain
variable—one anecdote, reported on the authority of “an old man from the Murra family,” a family
of prominence during the arrival of Islam, describes a first-hand account from Majnun’s father.”’

This account shows how Majnun’s association with wild animals had become a significant motif:

After the revelation of the affair, (Layla’s father) married her o oad AT da ) e leag)y puall Hgeda aay
to another man, and my son went mad out of passion and ua-' K 5L ¢ olivnad Loy Aluoa g Lele fas P’

longing for her so we detained and shackled him, but he was Sl Gl ) Ll Leeadais ) Gt e duiad o 45l
biting his tongue and lips and we feared that he would cut e U = TS

them off. When we saw that, we released him, and so he is in B cad il & (ol oda (B el abin Wl
the desert with the beasts (al-wahsh). Every day his food is aic | i o)y a4l Lo s dalalay st IS
brought and placed before him where he can see it. Once they BRI
move away from it, he comes and eats.”®

Majnun’s father reveals the defining trait of his son going mad out of passion, which leads to his
family’s condemnation as they detain and shackle him. The shackles only worsen his self-harming
behavior, which results in his exclusion from human community and his relocation to the desert to
live amongst beasts (al-wahsh). Unlike later texts, this anecdote merely mentions but does not
dwell on the beasts, and it indicates how Majnun has surpassed the boundaries of human societal
belonging due to either his lack of rationality and/or his unwillingness to acculturate to his
community’s kinship structure. Majnun resembles a kind of skittish animal himself as he retains a
proclivity towards violence that marks him as beastly, yet the biting of his tongue and lips shows

that he has a specific inclination towards self-harm.

96. Ibid, 373.

97. Landau-Tresson, “Murra,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, second edition, edited by P. Bearman et al. (Leiden:
Brill Online) http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam_SIM 5546

98. Ibn Qutayba, 377.
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Unlike Ibn Qutayba’s interest in verification, Isfahani enumerates ten pages of anecdotes
on Majnun’s lineage alone, including theories that state that such a person did not exist or that
there were multiple Majnuns (majanin) that coalesced into one persona. One anecdote declares
that Majnun was not as a historical person, but a representative of a style of poetry (ash‘ar al-
majanin), which is juxtaposed against a more preferable, rational style (shi‘r al-‘ugala).”® This
reference to style over persona may be contextualized by what is typically referred to as ‘udhri
poetry, a style which is associated with seventh-century poets who dwelled on their personal
suffering due to allegedly unconsummated desire that I analyze in depth in the next chapter.
Isfahant’s enumeration of various theories reflects the work of the isndd as an ever-lengthening
chain that provides distance from verifiability. What pushes Isfahani further along this gradient
than Ibn Qutayba is not only the accrual of new material but also his deliberate undermining of the

isnad method itself:

I recall what has come to me from approved and pleasing Liuatose Slas o jdl o0 ) & lea SSAi
anecdotes about him, acquitted from any responsibility for oSl s Jt_,_gj ).\S\ Q@L«_)_s‘ 3agall (pe U yria
them. Indeed, many narrators attribute much of the poetry i O L g 0y E‘J;S\ ans Ly °J\-.‘.=i

mentioned in the anecdotes to others than him and those who : i it T
relate anecdotes about him attribute it to him. I thus set forth oo = A'EU"’J Poda e 13) 5 4gl] dde S
this qualification, absolved from the blame of critics.!% Gl aiia g (el e

As As‘ad Khairallah has pointed out, Isfahani here undercuts any factual knowledge to be gained
from the subsequent anecdotes.!®! Instead, Isfahant puts forth a disclaimer that directs attention to

the literary value of the anecdotes and their potential to provide pleasure.!?> Absolving himself

99. Isfahani vol. 2, 2-3.

100. Isfahani vol. 2, 11.

101. Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry, 54.

102. Kirsten Beck (2018, 334-335) has argued that this particular section welcomes confusion. As Michelle
Karnes has discussed in a comparative approach between medieval European and Islamic texts, many medieval readers
could have experienced confusion as pleasurable. See Kirsten Beck, “Isfahant’s Invitation to Madness: Introduction
to the Majniin Layla Story,” 334-335 and Michelle Karnes, “The Possibilities of Medieval Fiction,” in New Literary
History 51, no. 1 (2020): 210.
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from the responsibilities of verification, Isfahant makes an appeal to reading content beyond its
facticity, explicitly marking this section’s fictionality.

This undermining of the isnad facilitates the incorporation of new perspectives on
Majnun’s animality. In some anecdotes of the Book of Songs, Majnun’s life with animals is an
object of reproach similar to the mention of beasts in Ibn Qutayba’s account. One such account

indicates how the detail of Majnun’s life amongst animals marks a point of no return:

At the beginning of his affair, Majnun was seeing Layla and was | (il s Ll s L (5 o el ey (8 o sinall S
familiar (ya lafu) and intimate (ya nasu) with her. Then she was Lede 43 g jan alaf O 6 Ll e Cue 2 g
concealed from his sight and his people consoled him by saying, A S e\
“We will marry you to the most exquisite girl from amongst your "“'—L”ﬁ &M < MJ\A .UM\ ‘ﬂ;j‘y S
close relatives,” but he refused all but Layla and was talking g R ey S8 e Sy Lo 5265 U ‘;1%
endlessly about her. At times he found rest in the wishes of his ale Gu’ Ly US55 NJJE S OSLs Lelal
people and became calmed by their words, and at times sadness JPRAPNTE Ol A sa Laas el D PAPIBN
and anxiety were stirred up in him such that he could not gain Ladl) 8 aslenll (ORI D RN
control of himself and he wandered out of his madness (vahima M HLG_'J @Mujj :: djl‘ A.Aj;.ij
‘ald wajhi-hi). And that was before he became wild (gabla an R TmAE u
vatawahhasha) with the beasts in the wastelands and his people
were blaming and reproaching him.!%

This anecdote reveals stages of Majnun’s separation from human community, sealed by the animal
motif. At first, Majnun is depicted as appropriately sociable, given through the pair of verbs
va ‘nasu (to be friendly), a verb which shares a root with the Arabic word for “human” (insan), and
va lafu (to be acquainted or habituated), which is connected to the root for a close friend or lover
(ilf). Majnun’s people attempt to locate another partner for him that fulfills normative kinship
requirements, and his subsequent refusal leads to his wandering and eventually his own becoming
wild (an yatawahhasha) like the beasts. This verb reflexively deploys the term for beasts (al-

wahsh) and renders porous the boundary marked by their initial mention in Ibn Qutayba’s

103. Isfahani vol. 2, 42.
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account.!® Nevertheless, Majnun’s people interpret Majnun’s own animality alongside his life
amongst the beasts as warranting blame and reproach.

Other anecdotes contain a mixture of reactions—the last one I cite here offers both a similar
perspective on the animal motif and an alternative view from an anonymous source. This anecdote
describes Majnun and his father’s trip to the Ka‘ba, and the quick shift in narrative voice indicates

differing interpretations:

Then his father said to him, ‘Cling to the drapes | (e clilay o ) Jlal 5 4280 lindy lai o gof 4 J8 &
of the Ka‘ba and ask God to heal you of love of Layla.’ La Ll ) f’éj‘ JE 5 Lua<) JLL.L Gl L s

And he clung to the drapes of the Ka ‘ba and said, ‘O God, 3 Lle | . s AN Y Ve LK
increase in me love of Layla and affection for her and do (Js sl pled Il S5, s ks

not make me ever forget recollection of her.” And he V) Jsh Vs sl & A (o e O848 | 8 Jauay

wandered thus and was confused and could not regain 13) oLl & Y) u)ﬁ-‘ Y di e dgdll B cuy L
control. ;L\H\ 41\91\‘5 M\)J RS )a.ﬁa dt.kj L@JAD.A QA

They said: He was wandering in the highlands 2saa QJ-‘-' i aagr Jrs g die il Y CilSE iga sl

with the beasts (a/-wahsh) not eating except the herbs that | ol e 4l ca Mo Alie andl Ol 15t AL
grow in the highlands nor drinking except for with the ol ebal e s e 0o J ks

gazelles (al-ziba’) when they came to their watering-
places. And the hair of his body and his head grew long
and the gazelles and the beasts grew accustomed to him
(alifat-hu) and were not fleeing from him. So he set out
wandering until he arrived at the borders of Sham (greater
Syria), whereupon he came to his senses and asked one
man from the region who passed by him about the Najd
(central Saudi Arabia), and he said to him, ‘And how far
have you come from the Najd! You have approached
Sham!’103

etﬁ\&)wﬁqgoﬁui&bdd@a;joc

Rejecting his father’s advice, Majnun wanders in a way that the first narrator condemns as his
inability to regain control. Yet immediately thereafter, the anecdote switches voice to an
anonymous “they” who reinterpret Majnun’s life amongst animals as a miraculous feat. This

reinterpretation offers details that soften the motif, such as the inclusion of feminine gazelles and

104. Tarek El-Ariss, building on the work of “Abd Allah al-Ghadhdhami, theorizes tawahhush (becoming wild,
beastly) as a concept that renders the boundary between the human and “that which is radically outside and terrifying”
porous. In addition to being unsettling, Nezami and Isfahani deploy Majnun’s tawahhush as generative for reimagining
social relations. See El-Ariss, “Return of the Beast,” 63-66 and ‘Abd Allah al-Ghadhdhami, Al-Qabilah wa-I-
qaba’iliyyah, aw, huwiyyat ma ba ‘d al-hadathah (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqaft al-*Arabi, 2009), 11.

105. Isfahani vol. 2, 22.
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the deployment of the verb for “being acquainted or habituated” (again ya 'lafu, here alifat-hu) for
the beasts themselves. This creates an image of Majnun’s communing with animals as peaceful
since this perspective extends the narration by detailing Majnun’s search for the Najd. !
Moreover, this “they” carries no legitimate isnad, and, thinking back to Isfahant’s undermining of
the isnad method, it seems to be included for its own literary value. Rather than condemning
Majnun’s life amongst beasts, this “they” reinterprets Majnun’s own animality as well as the
beasts’ ability to become habituated like and to humans as a space for imagining an alternative
form of community.
V. The Diwan, madness, and animality

The Diwan intertextually references several aspects of pre-Islamic poetry and its
wilderness setting discussed so far. These references both locate Majnun as a poet who speaks in
ways similar to pre-Islamic poets and create a setting that is filled with animals which bring forth
Majnun’s own animality and the imagining of animals as alternative kin. The Diwan imagines
Majnun stopping and weeping at the traces of his beloved’s (atlal) campsite, recalling the opening
words of Imru’ al-Qays’ famed mu ‘allagat “Halt, two friends, and we will weep for the memory

2107

of beloved and home (gifa nabki min dhikra habibin wa manzili).”'"’ His longing for Layla’s

106. Jaroslav Stetkevych has discussed the geopolitical and mythopoetic centrality of the Najd region (modern
day central Saudi Arabia) in classical Arabic literature, arguing that it typically represented the place of linguistic
origins. See Jaroslav Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasib
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 122.

107.

L L Ol e G
S dlulle a5 308 g1 550
We stopped at the traces of Layla in the evening
At the rugged high place and it is effaced in coverings

Abii Bakr Walibi, attrib., Diwan ash ‘ar Majnun bant ‘Amir ma ‘a ba ‘d ahwalih, ed. by Huda Wa’il Amir (Beirut: al-
Mu'’assasah al-‘Arabiyah lil-Dirasat wa-al-Nashr, 2011), 290. Henceforth abbreviated as “Diwan.” For a translation
and discussion of Imru’ al-Qays’ poem, see Stetkeyvtch, The Mute Immortals Speak, 241-285.
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homeland in the Najd reflects the archetypal longing of the pre-Islamic poet in the nasib (love-
prelude) for the Najd, a region of the Arabian peninsula that is also associated with the
autochthonous home of the Arabic language.'*® The Najd wilderness becomes the specific place

within which Majnun enacts a nostalgic longing, as can be seen from this short poem:

I long for the land of the Hijaz and my need PRENEN BIECN UAJ‘ ‘;\ u;\
is tents in the Najd, before which the glance is short. Wl Ca j.LJ\ PEPOREY s

And my gaze towgrd the Najq is not useful, il 23 Al e s ki L
yes, no, but upon it I am looking. St . =
Skl Jde AW Ja
is there in each day a glance then a tear? U PR
My eye for you flowing, its water descending. 8 e skl a5 IS A
55 1a e (5553 Ll
The heart finds rest only in its nearby
sadness and its far-off remembrances. Heaa ) Calal ’C‘J LD e
ST SIS

They say: how many tears from his eyes flowing? > cm =
(I say) tears for her flow, scattering all the time. s ez 4
ade dalda 5 23 &S 05l s
Nor is it water that flows from the eye, D sy & S

but rather a soul as it melts, dripping.!%
L Sle Gind) (e (5530 ) Gl
Dt G535 G LgST

The desire to glance upon the tents of the Najd here recalls how the mu ‘allaga poet typically opens
his remembrance of the beloved by considering an abandoned campsite. Majnun’s longing (ahin)
replays one of the most common topoi of pre-Islamic poetry, a longing for the homeland (hanin
ila al-watan).''° Yet the imagined dialogue at the end of this poem alludes to how Majnun, unlike

the mu ‘allaga poet, does not cease his crying and remembrance of the beloved to meet the

108. Jaroslav Stetkevych, in discussing the central role of the Najd in classical Arabic literature, claims that for
both geopolitical and mythopoetic reasons the Najd “historically and legendarily enjoyed an
undisputed claim to autochthony as regards purity of lineage and correctness of the Arabic language.” See Jaroslav
Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd, 122.

109. Diwan, 103-104.

110. See Beatrice Greundler, “Al-Hanin ila 1-Awtan and Its Alternatives in Classical Arabic Literature,” in
Representations of Homeland in Modern Arabic Literature, eds. Sebastian Gunther and Stephan Milich (Hildesheim:
Georg Olms Verlag AG, 2016), 18.
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expectations of masculine behavior in the community. This lack of acclimatization more closely
resembles the behavior of a su /itk poet like Shanfara, however for Majnun time itself instead slows
down and is measured by the poet’s scattering of tears and dissolving of breaths as Majnun enacts
the position of a poet who speaks monothematic ghazals.!!! As such, Majnun’s poem resonates
with the landscape of the mu ‘allagat even as it differs in mentality.

Beyond traces of the beloved’s campsite, inherited topoi include references to specific
animals that set the stage for Majnun’s identification with them. The dove (hamama) stands out
as an animal whose cries sound like Majnun’s own weeping, a fact that is recognized by Majnun

in his poetry that makes use of animal similes:

My two friends, is there in the Sham a plentiful fountain S ;):\:; e\.mlh Ja Q:‘lﬁ
that is made to cry for the Najd? Perhaps I help it weep. e LA’J 25 e &
The weepers deserted it except for a dove— ke Y Sl g ij

a ringdove whose mate had left it, 5T oy wZag
et A Lt Ol B 48 3hae
who is answered by another on a reed B s,
that bends so it nearly brings her to the earth.!!2 Al 4}9 A sl
bl L Y1 e el 385

This passage opens with a reference to “my two friends (khalilayya),” another topos that recalls
the two friends often called upon in pre-Islamic poetry and that is frequently mentioned throughout
the Diwan.!!3 The general theme of weeping for the Najd is introduced, and then Majnun’s verse
becomes increasingly specific as he compares this weeping to criers greeting a fountain in the dry
plains of the Najd and then to doves and finally to a ringdove who cries specifically out of

separation from its mate. The association of a ringdove with a lover seems to have remained

111. I draw loosely from Renate Jacobi’s discussion of time in the ‘udhri ghazal, a genre which I foreground
in the next chapter. Renate Jacobi, “Time and Reality in Nasib and Ghazal,” Journal of Arabic Literature 16 (1985):
16-17.

112. Diwan, 133. My thanks to Kay Heikkinen for help with translating the dove image.

113. See also, for example, Diwan 89, 133, 205, 247, 248, 276, 279, and 326.
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prominent in the Arabic tradition, as evidenced by the title of Ibn Hazm’s famous treatise on love,
The Ring of the Dove (Tawq al-Hamama) as well as in poetry of lament (ritha’). ''*
Anthropomorphized as a lover, the dove is inherited by the Diwan from its poetic environment and
passed on to future generations. Yet the animals present in the Diwan extend beyond the dove and
its anthropomorphic use, and include other birds such as the crow, sparrow, and sand grouse,

various kinds of camels, sheep and livestock, wolves, gazelles, as well as the more ambiguous

category of “the beasts (al-wahsh).”!'> Each of these types of animals carries specific implications,

114 . My thanks to Tahera Qutbuddin drawing attention to the usage of the ringdove in the (ritha’).

115. See, for example, the following poem that uses a series of similes with animal imagery (of camels, sand
grouse, crows, ring-doves) as Majnun describes how he promises to not forget Layla with the extended construction
of “I won’t forget you as long as...(wa ma ansaka md...), which also resembles poetry of lament.

Lall i Lo el Lo 4l 8
Al mlag 8 5Lk Ealilg

Wl &5l iy il
A8 iy 8 Blal) £ 52a Lay
C& Ly Ll L3235 #Y Ly
DR o8 e TR disha
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And by God I do not forget you as long as the east wind blows
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which give a window into how animality tracks onto Majnun’s character in very different ways.
As in the Book of Songs, Majnun’s life amongst peaceful animals at times is viewed as kind of
alternative society, while at other times Majnun’s own becoming wild and his life amongst wild
animals illustrates his inability to fit into his own society’s kinship structure.

The major plot points of the Diwan revolve around kinship issues and tend to be told
somewhat rapidly. Majnun’s continued conflicts with his kin due to his unrelenting commitment
to Layla drive him further into madness, which becomes a cycle that results in Majnun’s life on
society’s edge amongst animals and his death. In effect, Majnun’s conflicts with his kin further his
own going wild (tawahhush). In the beginning of the legend, the Diwan describes Majnun and

Layla’s meeting as rapidly giving way to their separation:

and as long as the birds wail in the brightness of dawn

and as long as the camels canter under the saddle of riders
to the house of prayer in the desolate lands

and the sand grouse speaks in the night
and the crow cries in the brightness of the dawn

and the stars appear in the sky and the ring-dove cries distressed
on the branches of the lotus tree

and the sun rises in all the eastern parts
and the eye cries in torrents over the wide part of the chest

and women get pregnant and the fast camel saunters
and waves overflow in the depths of the sea

and the crows blacken.
Memory of you extends the length of time in my chest

Do the doves of the foliage cry from losing their friend
or forget? What do I have of patience?

Diwan, 61-64.
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And when it was that day that Qays presented to her his wish | 4 Ja jlaidawsildals i Lella as I S Ll
in order to see if in her heart there was for him the like of diala ainied i L) (2 i Leald 3
what there was for her in his heart, she blocked it. Then his 6 g aiala bu"w a\_uc i N
eyes flooded with tears from her blocking him and he said... S - i el

I fell in love with Layla when she was a heedless child, when BJ:‘"""JQ &P A-A"j’d"d’:’
her breasts had not yet appeared to her companions. AAA L (1 il iy fﬂé
Two youths we tended the lambs—would that we G el Y ki
had never grown up, nor had the lambs grown old. ;;é_'d\ )Sﬁ:j j;i f‘;"ﬂ S

And then Layla answered him while crying from what she
heard of his poetry, and she said: v . . . i i
dmo)wuwwﬁhqéjé:ﬂubu
Before people, we appear with hatred o s e,
yet each one for his companion is firm. Wz il f)@-}“:‘ 95}
e 4pla e K
Eyes have revealed us in what we wanted,
yet in our hearts is the hidden desire. L’faj oY 4 ).ud\ L2 4
4 iy - ek . °/]~"n R
And when he heard what she said, he fell down unconscious. OB B8 & Ol s
When he recovered, he said:
Thrown down by violent love and desire, JE G Ll Laie A Ll o Lok
what youth is safe from the thirst of love?!!® )
G sells ¢ all CAll Ge & yia
Aoy call Ale (e G0 G5l 5

Before he becomes Majnun, Qays presents his desires for Layla who blocks them, due to the fact
that acting on such desires before marriage would cause Layla to be disavowed.!!” The rapid
weaving together of these couplets signals the crystallization of a legend around Majnun in the
Diwan, which offers a more thorough account of the life of the man behind the poetry than the
quasi-biographical sources.!!® In this version, Majnun nostalgically recalls the lovers’ meeting as

children, a recollection that both diminishes the role of sexuality (he notes Layla’s breasts but in

116. Diwan, 50-53.

117. Ruqayya Khan has analyzed the function of the secret in ‘udhrT love-stories such as Majnun Layla, arguing
that secrecy is not only a key component of the plot as can be seen in this passage, but also as a marker of the self. See
Ruqgayya Khan, Self and Secrecy in Early Islam (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2008), 72-97.

118. The first pair of couplets in this passage is the same pastoral original couplet in Ibn Qutayba and the Book
of Songs, yet the Book of Songs offers more alternatives on the lovers’ meeting including Majnun’s conversing with a
group of women that includes Layla who are distracted by the arrival of another, more handsome man. The next day
Majnun visits Layla and she declares her preference for him. See Ibn Qutayba, 374 and al-Isfahant, 11-12.
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passing) and heightens the contrast between a peaceful, pastoral childhood amongst lambs and the
subsequent pain of separation. The lambs, like the lovers, thrive within the domesticated world of
Majnun and Layla’s mutual kin.

The Diwan emphasizes the role of kinship issues in the lovers’ separation, which represents
the people living in pre- and early Islamic Arabia as strictly tribal. Rugayya Khan has pointed out
the dramatized dimension of this form of representation in the Book of Songs, and I build on her
approach of reading these anecdotes as portraying a reductive vision of “the Bedouin” and their
mores.!'!” These mores are what drives the plot and what underscores Majnun as a romantic figure
who transgresses them. For example, the Diwan asserts several times that an unnamed Sultan asks
for Majnun’s blood on behalf of Layla’s family.!?° In one poignant moment where Majnun is close
to reuniting with Layla thanks to the help of a local nobleman, Nawfal, the Diwan states that
Layla’s family “met them with pointed swords and they said, ‘By God, Majnun will never enter
our house ever, and the Sultan has asked for his blood.””!?! This paints a picture of Layla’s family
as protecting their daughter’s honor with force. Moreover, the Diwan often comments that “the
Arabs” (a term used in the Diwan to refer to Bedouin people of Majnun’s immediate milieu)

refused to marry their women to men who advertised their love because this act threatens the

119. Khan cites Ibn Khaldiin’s (d. 1406) definition of Arabs as those who dwell outside cities and who have a
strong sense of blood ties ( ‘asabiya) and furthermore states “the ‘arab are thus a section of the badw, the people of
the badiya, characterized by the importance of genealogical relations.” See Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural
Identities, 4.

120. See, for example, this anecdote from early on in the text:
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Those he was sitting with became aware of that and they informed her father about it and he veiled her from him and
handed him over to the Sultan and the Sultan allowed for them to shed his blood. Diwan, 52-53.
121.
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Diwan, 208-209.
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family’s honor.!?? These statements dramatize the issue of familial honor as particularly associated
with the Bedouin, even if such kinship issues were shared by larger segments of society, and they
create a backdrop of conflict with the lovers’ story.

As kinship issues continue, Majnun begins to lose touch with the domesticated world.
Majnun’s family often suggests that he marry another woman, a solution that resembles medical
treatments of ‘ishq at the time. In one such instance, Majnun’s poetry draws attention to these
kinship issues by identifying those who suggest such a solution as “my father, my maternal, and
my paternal cousins,” who all blame him for continuing to love Layla. ! After their

recommendation, Majnun begins to adopt more extreme forms of behavior:

And when they made him listen to what he hated (that he SOl L aga s o b <o Lao saand
could marry another woman), he went on his way sadly WA e\_,&d\ O D dxia i L )Ai gl

distressed, and thoughts of her state were increasing until e o] ) e daa b a8 s e wlall dislas &
they forbade him from eating and drinking and he stopped oRroue RIS >

speaking with people and the one who saw him whether Giday s
enemy or friend began to feel the utmost mercy for him.'?*

122. See for example the following anecdote that purports to summarize marital practices of “the Arabs,” and
links ‘ishq to those people:
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When Majnun became notorious for having made speeches about Layla, her father refused to marry her to him. That
is what the Arabs were doing if a man was becoming notorious for love of a woman, they would not marry her to him.
So his passion increased and the force of his ‘ishg rose. See Diwan, 280. Peter Webb has argued that social groups
only gradually labelled themselves as “Arab” as a rise of changes inaugurated by the arrival of Islam, and that many
of the stereotypes today that associate Arabness with bedouinity arose after the philological codification of Arabic in
the ninth century “which fashioned a classical, ‘canonical’ notion of Arabness that has influenced so much writing
about Arab origins ever since.” See Peter Webb, Imagining the Arabs: Arab Identity and the Rise of Islam (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 5 and 294-340.
123.
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My relatives have blamed me for love of Layla
My father and my maternal and paternal cousins

Diwan, 75.
124. Diwan, 77.
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Here, Majnun’s distress because of kinship issues serves as the reason for his loss of appetite. This
passage shows how the typical effects of the disease of ‘ishg, such as emaciation or being asocial,
are socially construed. The marriage economy upheld by Majnun’s kin contributes to and
perpetuates Majnun’s behavior, which further removes him from human sociability. He begins to
wander, and the majority of the Diwan builds a world around Majnun’s wanderings in the
wilderness. !2° These anecdotes offer a fertile site for considering the ways in which animal
relations and Majnun’s animality parallel and challenge this imagined, domestic world of human
sociability and its kinship structure.

In the wilderness, the Diwan places on display predator-prey relations between animals
and Majnun’s attempts to disrupt predator-prey relations between humans and non-human animals.
Majnun’s own poetic speech often deploys animal imagery in the form of predator-prey
relationships in order to describe the relationship between the beloved and the lover. Identifying
himself as a lover, Majnun plays with the power dynamics of normative gender relations by
deploying animal imagery that imagines Layla as predator. One repeated poem compares Layla to

both a hungry wolf and a butcher of sparrows:

And you are like an evil wolf when it said once 35 (a J\ ¢ ol u.uS Q—*JSJ
to the camel while it was poor and hungry— Oana GG e | 5y yand

are you not she who is without anything and still you
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125. There are direct resonances between the Diwan and the anecdotes of the Book of Songs when it comes to
detailing these wanderings. For example, both sources describe an anecdote of Majnun wandering around the Sham
region in search of the Najd, whereupon Majnun asks an anonymous bystander—

IS aaiy clile [lgto il (ul 5 41 JIid € pale s il

“Where is the land of Banii ‘Amir? And it was said to him: and where are you from it! Upon you is such-and-such a
star.” This kind of direct quotation leads me to the conclusion that the Diwan builds on and attempts to support
Khairallah’s conclusion that it is a later compilation that was retroactively attributed to a singular narrator so as to
provide the legend with a sense of overall coherence. See Diwan, 143, and al-Isfahani, 52.
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And she said: when was that? The wolf said: when there C)J\ ale 13 0 €15 e Cullad
was one who possessed one year.
d she said birth 1 b hed Lﬁ&jd}ﬁw\&ﬂjdw
And she said: I gave birth last year but you wished to K @i 1 @l
deceive. s Y el
So here, eat me, there is nothing for you to eat here. 3 L
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And you were like the butcher of sparrows always Jaid u@-}h 225 Ge e

with his eyes full of sadness, shedding tears for them—
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do not look, Layla, to the eye but look Jads ailiaally 13 &I )
to the hand what it does to the sparrow.!? - ’ ’ ’

Both comparisons make Layla into a predator, although the wolf comparison paints her as
particularly evil. I examine further in the chapters that follow the gendered ramifications of this
version of the lover-beloved relationship, a version whose hierarchy resembles the broader
contours of Abbasid courtly love poetics. In this particular poem, the image of the hungry wolf
when applied to Layla causes identification of Majnun with the self-sacrificing camel. Camel
sacrifice would have been immediately recognizable from its deployment in the mu ‘allagat, and
as such Majnun’s use of this image paints him as innocent and as a significant, if still animalistic,
member of the tribe.!?” The second image of the butcher is a bit less ruthless, yet it simultaneously
imagines Layla as violent. Both images serve to reinforce a “natural” way of understanding the
lover-beloved relationship as operating on an uneven axis of power similar to predator-prey
relations in the natural world.

Yet these imagined predator-prey relations of Majnun’s poetic speech are couched within

the realities of predator-prey dynamics of the wilderness setting itself. One anecdote that brings

126. Diwan, 170-171. The butcher/sparrow image is repeated verbatim in Diwan, 102.

127. This identification with the camel resembles a poem that Dana Sajdi has analyzed in which the female
poet, Layla al-Akhyaliya, identifies with the camel instead of the rider in a gasida, a genre typically reserved for men.
Sajdi argues that this substitution allows al-Akhyaliya to subvert the model of male hero who risks death while
remaining within conventional expectations. A similar move of subversion occurs here, though not in the imagining
of the journey (rahil) section, but instead in the boast (fakhr) of camel slaughter. See Dana Sajdi, “Trespassing the
Male Domain: The Qasidah of Layla al-Akhyaliyya,” in Journal of Arabic Literature 31, 2 (2000): 121-146.
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together these two levels highlights how Majnun’s own perspective is limited. Kuthayyir, a fellow
poet-lover whose role I explore in more depth in the next chapter, comes across Majnun in the
desert while hunting gazelles. Kuthayyir, like the speakers of many other anecdotes, is frightened
when he sees a person who he does not deem sociable (anis, a word related to the word for human,
insan) and asks, “Are you a human or a jinn?”!'?® Once Majnun declares that he is, in fact, a man,
Kuthayyir invites him to assist him in trapping gazelles. Majnun agrees, which leads to an

interaction wherein he identifies Layla with the gazelle:

So I watched him as he hunted a gazelle that was the Ll e 0 5S L cpaalS Ay (i) s agle il

most beautiful gazelle, then he grasped its horn and began | 3 g g Lega g Omilaa &l Jasi Sl e yad r":’
looking at the beauty of its face and said, i . T '
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Rather than reinforcing normative predator-prey relations as in the poem on the butcher, Majnun’s
poem here declares to the gazelle that he is “a friend from amongst the beasts.” His identification

of a gazelle with Layla is frequently repeated throughout the anecdotes and reflects a general

128.
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(Kuthayyir said), “Oh commander of the believers, one day when I was walking at midday on a very hot day, a person
appeared to me in the desert who did not seem sociable (anis) and so I was frightened of him. Then I neared him and
by God the beauty of his face and curls of his hair! I said to him, ‘Are you a human or a jinn?” And he said, ‘l am a
man.” See Diwan, 94-95. This exact form of questioning if Majnun is a human or jinn is repeated in different
encounters such as an anonymous man’s encounter with Majnun at an oasis and often accompanies the onlookers'
fear. See Diwan, 109.

129. Diwan, 96-97.
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tendency in early Islamic poetry to use the gazelle and its beauty as a metaphor for the beloved’s
beauty.!3° The last line indicates a comparison opposed to the likening of Layla to a wolf, and it is
Layla’s own benevolence as well as the similarity of her to a gazelle in terms of being in shackles
that causes Majnun’s action of freeing it.!*! This form of catch and release repeats a few times in
this particular anecdote, revealing a liberating potential of a blurring of the human-animal
boundary that simultaneously undoes, temporarily, the predator-prey relations of the hunt. The
anecdote ends, however, with Kuthayyir catching the final gazelle and breaking its ankles,
indicating a limit to this undoing imposed by Kuthayyir’s hunger.!

I want to explore one more anecdote that will help with thinking through the limits of
undoing predator-prey relations. In this anecdote, an unnamed hunter is also setting up traps for
gazelles as Majnun approaches. When this hunter catches a gazelle, Majnun rushes to free it and
proclaims a poem that once again compares the gazelle to Layla. This causes the hunter to get

angry at Majnun:

And when the hunter saw what he had done, he said: Ll 138 1 JB aia e giia dlall of ) Lale
what is this? Do you not fear God? For indeed I have not | 11| |a oS s g ?L'i 06 dia e 5 JST o

t d my family h t eaten for three days, and i i N
eaten and my family has not eaten for three days, and in ey Y il o) ¢ simall 4 J6 ol JIal i 5 sl

that gazelle was my prosperity and the prosperity of my
family today. And Majnun said to him: Indeed God will
not leave you and your family without your daily
sustenance.'*?

G0 b dlle

130. The gazelle in Arabic and Persian poetry is often compared to the beloved and can symbolize both graceful
and powerful aspects of beauty. On poetic examples of this comparison, see J.C. Biirgel, “The Lady Gazelle and Her
Murderous Glances,” Journal of Arabic Literature 20, no. 1 (March, 1989): 1-11.

131. Sara Ahmed has identified a connection between love and hate, which seems to play out in Arabic love
poetry as well as can be evidenced by this poem as well as sources such as Abti Tammam’s Hamasa, which dedicates
a section both to love of and to “the censure of women,” (madhammat al-nisa’). See Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics
of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2014), 122-130 and Abii Tammam, Diwan Al-hamasah, ed. Yahya ibn ‘Ali Tibrizi,
and Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun ‘im Khafaji (Cairo: Maktabat Muhammad Ali Sabth, 1955).

132.
Leand b Taaks Lesy o s 5 Ll i

(Kuthayyir said): then I jumped to her and broke her ankles out of a desire for her meat. Diwan, 100.
133. Diwan, 215.
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The hunter’s complaint underscores what is possibly a class difference between himself and
Majnun as he asserts how the gazelle will provide necessary sustenance for his family.!3* Majnun
does not heed this complaint, and the anecdote continues by offering several more instances of
Majnun freeing gazelles from the hunter’s trap. Ironically, this cycle comes to a close when a wolf
appears and kills the last gazelle. While the wolf is eating the gazelle, the hunter shoots an arrow
and kills the wolf.!*> This anecdote shows that even as Majnun’s actions and vantage point plays
with undoing normative predator-prey dynamics, the wolf’s hunger and the hunter’s poverty
indicates how such actions are circumscribed within a greater, hostile world wherein the undoing
of such relations is not possible for all.

More than Majnun’s perspective on animals, the Diwan’s textual depiction of Majnun’s
own becoming wild (tawahhush) offers a view of human-animal relations that is more unsettling.
Majnun’s appearance repeatedly shocks people who encounter him in the wilderness. One
anecdote recalls how a man from the tribe of Asad encounters Majnun in an oasis.!*® After resting

beneath palm trees, this man purportedly awakens to a frightening sight:

Someone had approached who had nothing on his body oyda o Jaia pd pe sdua e L Jal a8
except hair hanging down (long) on his chest and a Sl Ui g5kt el b ake ) uhi-) cile
fuzzy/downy beard extending over a fold of fat on his R Loy SOl 4”_\3 ool e . S s

belly. Sight of him frightened me and my heart flew off
and was alarmed out of fear and dread. And I feared that
he would cause my death, and I had no doubt that he was
a satanic demon (marid)’?’

ke Olasds

134. Tt is difficult to assert class difference with any certainty, although the means of Majnun’s father
(through his ability to take his son to Babel, Mecca, propose marriage) are repeatedly emphasized.

135.
AL ) ) o Lago L 3585 a5 518 ol (o 8 ) e LISl 815 Lok 53 ol
A wolf came and killed the gazelle and began eating it, then the wolf went towards the bow of the hunter and the
hunter strung and placed an arrow on it and then cast it at the wolf and killed it. Diwan, 215.
136. The Diwan notes that the tribe of Asad is a tribe often connected to the prophet Muhammad’s family of
the Quraysh. See Diwan, 107.
137. Diwan, 109.
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This man covered in hair turns out to be Majnun. The speaker of this anecdote’s fear shows how
Majnun’s animality appears as threatening and results in the speaker marking Majnun as demonic
specifically through a kind of evil spirit known as a marid.'3® As with Ta’abbata Sharran and the
ghiil, this man’s perception of Majnun as a marid has a dehumanizing effect. Yet the speaker
slightly retracts this position when, after Majnun recites a poem, the speaker asks, “Are you a man
or a jinn (insiyun anta am jinni)?”'* Majnun’s humanity returns with his poetry, and this speaker’s
reactions show how Majnun’s behaviors mark him as potentially threatening. This wavering
between fear and amazement when encountering Majnun is repeated several times across the
anecdotes of the Diwan, and Majnun’s poetry often provides the tipping point for a reaction that
accepts his non-normative behavior.!4’ The shift to a response of amazement resembles the
acceptance of madness in the late antique Islamic environment that can be detected from the
proximity of the category to prophecy and poetry in the Qur’an and sira, and Majnun’s appearance
as a kind of hairy beast lingers as potentially threatening even as it is overcome by the rhetoricity

he displays as a poet.

138. The term marid can mean either a rebel, insurgent, or refractory person, or a demon or evil-working spirit.
The first meaning associated with revolting may have connotations with the revolt of Iblis against God. For a full
contextualization, see Th. Bianquis, “Marid,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al.
Accessed online on 9 December 2022 <http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 8815>

139. Diwan, 110.

140. Another anecdote reports, for example, how a man comes across Majnun crying and reciting poetry, which
leads to the following reaction that shows how Majnun’s humanity hinges on his poetry:
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I had no doubt that he was a satan and I left him and went away and I was very frightened. Then I entered the homes

of the tribe of ‘Amir and I said: are you receiving guests? And they said: dismount and you will be welcomed kindly.

So I dismounted and they said: why are you frightened? And I described to them his state and they knew him and

cried a severe cry and they said: do you know who that is? I said: no. They said: that is Majnun of the tribe of ‘Amir,
and I asked for something of his poetry and they began reciting to me. Diwan, 271.
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Yet Majnun’s animality is not only beastly. Not only does the Diwan depict Majnun as
saving gazelles, an action which inscribes gendered norms of the lover coming to save the beloved,
but also it plays with identifying Majnun with a gazelle himself. This genders Majnun differently,
and it creates a way of seeing Majnun’s own animality as not merely frightening, but as also
inspiring wonder. When the local nobleman Nawfal initially comes across Majnun, for example,

he sees Majnun living peacefully amongst gazelles:

Nawfal ibn Musahiq said to me: I went out one day fishing in el e gy i ja JUB Galie op Jisi s
the waters and with me was a group of my friends and whfan i€ 1) s ‘:_.,1;_‘_41 O Aclen e L; P J‘g\
I was feeling the feverish heat, I came across a tree. Near it L s LB e C_).La Lt ZSUL.‘ G 3 el Al
were a group of gazelles and a person, a human, who was = . i .
standing in the midst of that tree. And my companions were e ASU?“ Al JIS (e 62 s pas
amazed from that sight and I recognized him after a while. o= 338 4l ) Aol 4t je 5 elld (e (ol
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example of a verse from his poetry...!4!

This anecdote indicates that Nawfal does a kind of double take, repeating that he saw “a person, a
human” who was grazing amongst the gazelles. The sight of Majnun blurs the human-animal
boundary and inspires amazement (ta ‘ajjub) in Nawfal and his companions, becoming a kind of
marvel. Scholars of medieval Islamic philosophy, literature, and literary theory have discussed the
deployment of marvels and of marvelous poetic speech as an incitement to wonder.'4> Here Nawfal
and his companions decide to approach Majnun due to their amazement, and they recite his poetry

in a sense of admiration. The blurring of the human-animal boundary inherent to Majnun’s own

141. Diwan, 252.

142. This point has been noted by Lara Harb, Michelle Karnes, and Travis Zadeh. All three scholars note the
cognitive pleasure associated with wonder, although Harb notes the ways in which negative associations with the
strange (gharib) also accompany such enjoyment. See Harb, 5-6; Karnes, 212-213; Travis Zadeh, “The Wiles of
Creation: Philosophy, Fiction, and the ‘4ja’ib Tradition,” in Middle Eastern Literatures 13, no. 1 (2010): 29-30.
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becoming wild here becomes a generative vision of wonder precisely because it hinges on
identification of Majnun with the non-threatening, feminized gazelle.'** No longer dehumanized
as a beast, Majnun as gazelle allows for an alternative consideration of animals as kin who are
more accepting of Majnun than his own people. Yet this vision nevertheless perpetuates Majnun’s
life on the edge of society, and it is only through his poetry that Majnun becomes fully recognizable
as human. Although Majnun’s mad behavior finds acceptance amongst animals in ways that can
inspire awe, it is this same mad behavior that perpetuates a cycle of exclusion from human society.
VI. Rationality, animality, and the boundaries of belonging

Majnun’s life on the edge of society is perpetuated by a fascination with his poetry and fear
of his animality, which eventually causes his death. Yet not all of Majnun’s non-normative
behaviors evoke fear or detract from the perception of him as a member of human society.
Throughout the anecdotes, various speakers encounter Majnun in the nude, and when there is an
attempt to clothe him, bystanders identify him and state, indifferently, that he does not wear

clothes.!** Majnun likewise engages in other behaviors such as drawing in the sand and talking to

143. The identification of Majnun with a gazelle could also be informed by Nawfal’s gaze, which feminizes
Majnun as a kind of object of desire.

144. The trope of Majnun’s nudity appears in Ibn Qutayba, and can be seen in the following anecdotes in the
Diwan:
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Then Abii ‘Tsa commanded him to get dressed in rare clothes and expensive clothes and we said: may God strengthen
you oh Amir, for that is Majnun and he does not wear clothes except his stature and he tossed it far from him....
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Al-Walibi said, “Then Nawfal ibn Musahiq was befriending us and he said that when he was in some of his territory,
he came across a naked man who was the most handsome of what there was of men and the most beautiful of them
who was sitting and playing with the dirt. The elders gathered around him and he approached him and said: by God I
never saw anything stranger than the affairs of this man! Oh servant, throw him clothes. And some of his companions
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animals, which do not seem to bother anyone even if such behavior is associated with madness
(juniin) or devilish insinuation (waswasa).'*> Such affordances are not offered to Layla who is
likewise affected by %shq, and when she displays mad behavior such as crying and fainting, she is
asked if she has forgotten a proper respect of the divine.!*® Majnun’s poetry provides something

of value to the community, which amplifies an intrinsic tolerance toward mad behavior of

said to him: do you know who that is? He said, no. They said: That is Majnun of the tribe of ‘Amir. Nawfal said: by
God I love that I came across him. See Diwan, 167 and 198, and Ibn Qutayba, 374.
145.
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And some of them said that whenever the burning of passion would conquer Majnun, he would walk over to sand that
had the traces of Layla’s temporary stopping places and he would stick his insides to the sand dunes and writhe about
in it and cry. Diwan, 266. For more examples of Majnun playing in the sand, see Diwan, 248.
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(Majnun says) I say to a gazelle that was passing by me grazing
Are you the brother of Layla and it said: it is said

Oh semblance of Layla, indeed Layla is sick
And you are well, that is indeed impossible

This seems to be the only instance wherein an animal (allegedly) speaks back to Majnun. It notably blurs the boundary
further of the gazelle being potentially mistaken by the beloved. In other instances (which I do not quote here for the
sake of brevity), Majnun speaks with a crow, doves, sand grouse, spider, and eagle. For the gazelle anecdote, see
Diwan, 151. For other instances, see Diwan, 125,129, 156 230, 233, 238, 279.

146. One anecdote narrates how a man comes across Layla without knowing her identity. The man relates that
he has just come across Majnun’s father, who laments his son’s state in the wilderness, and then he proceeds to recite
some of Majnun’s poetry. Layla begins to cry ecstatically, and the man states:
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By God I had not finished two lines until she brayed like a donkey and fell upon her face and began crying until I said
that her liver was cracking and I said: what is this, do you not fear God? To him is your return. And ask him to bring
together you and your cousin. And she did not comprehend what I said to her. Diwan, 291.
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masculine actors that stems from popular views of madness in the late antique milieu of the
Arabian Peninsula as evidenced by the Qur’an and sira.

However, many anecdotes interpret Majnun’s loss of rationality itself as repulsive, an
interpretation which connects his loss of rationality with a description of his life amongst wild
beasts. Such an interpretation arises as Majnun becomes more permanently accustomed to life in
the wilderness after numerous failed attempts of resolving the kinship issues that keep him from

Layla. His mad behavior intensifies, as can be seen in the following anecdote:

Then he set out on his way and longing increased in him and ol Y LSS (3 gl 428G g aga g e an o
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returned to him and he recovered from his loss of
consciousness and his afflictions went far from him and if
recollection of her was cut off he returned to his delusions
(waswasi-hi) and his bad condition and he likes the company
of the beasts and he becomes calm with them and he breathes
the wind coming from the Najd.!*?
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Majnun’s madness is here described as progressing from not wearing clothes to renouncing
speaking to becoming accustomed (ya nasu) to life amongst beasts. The deployment of this verb
for beasts—a verb which shares a root with the Arabic word for “human” (insan)—signals a
reversal of expectations, which is foreshadowed by language that makes value judgements on
Majnun’s loss of rationality as “an abominable matter” that results in his “bad condition.” This
anecdote resonates with contemporary medical knowledge of ‘ishq as a disease of the brain that
leads to delusions (waswdas), and the mention of Layla’s name signals a desire to cure him.

Majnun’s speech acts are heard as delusional or marked by the demonic through associations with

147. Diwan, 198.
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devilish whisperings (waswasa), which differs from how prophets were heard as supernaturally
inspired yet kept from the demonic, as evidenced by the Qur’an and sira. The tolerance for
Majnun’s mad behavior only went so far, and an othering of Majnun’s animality creeps in once
there is judgement placed on the dwindling of his rationality.!4®

Yet the fact that Layla’s name serves as a bridge for Majnun regaining rationality indicates
how Majnun’s madness wavers prior to his taking up permanent residence amongst the beasts. The
community often uses this temporary cure so that they can gather more of Majnun’s poetry, which
provides them with something of value. Once Majnun recites poetry, the community views him

differently, as can be seen in the following anecdote:

Abii Bakr al-Walibi said that when he was passing by his | 6lS g dne i e oS A5 &5 A S ol
paternal uncle’s tribe, they were coming up to him and T P T VO S C UL UV N

mocking him and laughing at him saying: how is Layla? And A €5 150 Ol elia i . ¢ s
how is your love for her? And when Layla was recalled to him | &~ o Al S 1 fled s 2S5 (U

his rationality returned to him and he sat and conversed with Lt JB Le pandiy 6‘6533:‘564-,‘3‘ (ulad alae 4)))
them and recited for them some of what he had said about her Jaldaily gadledly oA sad jadll e
in poetry, and they were saying by God there is not madness in
him and indeed he is rational.'*’

Here Majnun is “cured” by recollection of Layla’s name, and his rationality results in his ability
to be social and speak poetry about her. This ability is likewise facilitated by a shift in treatment

by his family who stop mocking and laughing at him and declare, after hearing the poetry, that he

148. This detail of Majnun’s loss of rationality coinciding with a negative view of his animality also reaches
mythic heights in the Book of Songs:
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When Majniin of Banii ‘Amir said, “He decreed her to other than me and afflicted me with love of her / was there not
anything other than Layla with which to afflict me?” it was called out in the night, “You who are resentful of the
decree of God and rebellious of his commands!” And his mind was stolen and he became wild (vatawahhasha) since

that night and went about with the wild beasts madly. See al-Isfahani vol. 2, 68.

149. Diwan, 185.
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is a rational person (‘agil). Rationality ultimately serves as a prerequisite for joining the
community, and the perception of Majnun as rational facilitates his ability to speak poems that
place his rhetorical skill on display.!>° In these cases, Majnun is seen once again not only as a
human, but also as a man whose power can be detected from his rhetorical skill in ways similar to
the power afforded to pre-Islamic poets.

Yet this cure is only temporary, and many anecdotes often describe how doctors attempt to
cure Majnun, which further places on display resonances with contemporaneous medical
knowledge. There are attempts to cure Majnun through other means such as religion, and one of
the most poignant scenes that recurs throughout different versions of the legend is Majnun’s
father’s attempt to cure his son by bringing him to the Ka‘ba. The Diwan offers an additional
extended episode of Majnun’s father bringing his son to Babel in an attempt to find doctors to cure
him.!>! This episode, which indicates a general understanding of love as a disease rather than a
specific focus on ‘ishqg, indicates that the doctors of Babel attempt to cure Majnun by “making him
drink potion after potion,” which Majnun eventually rejects by stating that he would rather die of

the “disease of ardent longing (da’a al-sababa).”'>* The fact of love being a disease of the brain

150. Ibn Qutayba offers a similar take:
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When he grew up, he was sitting with her and speaking with her and some of his people. He was handsome and
charming as he related poems and sweet conversation, but she was turning from him and choosing to converse with
others and he became troubled by this... Then the matter persisted in him until his rationality dwindled (dhahaba ‘aqli-
hi) and he wandered with the beasts (hama ma’ al-wahsh). He was not wearing clothes without tearing them nor
comprehending anything, except when Layla was recalled to him. Then he would come to his senses and speak about
her without dropping a letter. Ibn Qutayba, 374.
151. Perhaps Babel is here associated with medicine due to existing associations with magic. In the Qur’an,
two fallen angels, Hartit and Martit, teach people magic in the city of Babylon. See Q 2:102.
152.
88



reverberates throughout the anecdotes, and the figure of the doctor serves as the last chance attempt
of restoring Majnun’s rationality.

The Diwan further comments on the prerequisite of rationality for human communal
belonging by foregrounding Majnun’s critiques in poetry of potentially coercive medical practices.
One anecdote, for example, interrupts what appears to be forced treatment with a poem from
Majnun that criticizes doctors who have attempted to treat him. This anecdote begins with

Majnun’s father once again seeking treatment for his son:
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Abt Bakr recalled that his father al-Mulawwah came to him and carried him to Babel to treat him and that was before
what befell upon him from love (a/-hubb) and the assault of ‘ishq. He brought him on his camel and when they devoted
their efforts to going Majnun recalled Layla...Then his father cried out of compassion for him and he said: Oh my
dear son, can you take solace in someone other than her? And Majnun said: by God, I am not guided on the path to
solace, for in me is the greatest of worries and affliction. Abii Bakr al-Walibi said: Then it reached me that he entered

Babel and gathered doctors around him and they approached making him drink potion after potion...(and Majnun
said)

And if I died from the disease of ardent longing send
my regards to the semblance of sunshine. Diwan, §2-90.
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Abti Bakr recalled that some doctors passed by their tribe
and Majnun’s father asked one of them: what do you
treat? He said I treat all of those enchanted or mad. He
said to him: Stop, go to my son who wanders in the
desert. So they went out to seek him and they were still
seeking him until they overpowered him and made him
enter into treatment. And one began giving him a drink
and treating him and when he thought it was too much
Majnun began reciting a poem:

Alas, oh doctor of jinn woe unto you who treats me
for indeed my disease defied the doctor of man.

I went to a doctor of men, a medical sheikh
in Mecca, where he gave me trustworthy medicine.

And I said to him oh uncle it’s your verdict so proceed
whether what you discover oh uncle is what’s in me.

He plunged cold drink in a glass,
and flung solace in it and made me drink.

And I said while sick people were gathering around him,
“I take refuge in the lord of men from you and your
medicine.”

And he said, “The cure of the soul is to for you to attach
your insides
in the insides of the one you love, then you will be free.”

Then the doctor said that oh god that is a lover ( ‘ashiq)
and his medicine is to stick the inside in the insides of
one he loves and Majnun was biting his lips and tongue
until he left him and went on his way.!%3

sl allid agany LY any je JE S gl S35
2238 bl (B e ol el s Slisa
S ostaal s agle 15508 a4 sallay 15115 Lad 4l
I 0 simall Ll ST Lald andlay 5 4ty J8l llaal

Sl a3 Gall Cuda L V]
Lola sle ] ) Canda B8

L4 L3 ) e 25
LilaY) ) Al 8 Jand 484y

ASEAL8 G4 g2 Ly 4] Cufis
by lefe Lall Cail L1y

WLy 35k 48 £ 5k

Aa Ol il (i e Cilsd
L slah dlia Gl Gy hsel

Laal) Gaali B el las (e
L EE1Y) 5585 on lialy

Liadl Gaalio gl g g dile 4 al 5 128 Capdall i
A8l i il g 4585 amy () sinall (5 gen (0 Lials
Ay e (s

As with the sira, this anecdote places on display an association of madness with magic circulating
in the early Islamic milieu as the doctor claims that he treats all of those “enchanted or mad
(mashirun aw majniinun).” Once the doctors find Majnun in the desert, they overpower him—
seemingly through embodied force—and they make him drink a remedy. Majnun’s poem then

recounts how a doctor in Mecca had already tried to cure him and failed, portrays this doctor as a

153. Diwan, 300.
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figure of authority comparable to a religious leader by referring to him as “a medical sheikh
(sheikhan mudawian),” and then proceeds to undermine this authority by claiming to take refuge
from him and his medicine. This specific invocation of taking “refuge in the lord of men” (audhu
bi rabbi [-nass) recalls the Qur’anic invocation at the beginning of Sura an-Nass (14) to the prophet
Muhammad to take refuge in the divine from satan, and thus implies that the doctor is a kind of

154 The poetic critique ends with a

satan himself, reversing the directionality of the demonic.
recommendation of the cure of sexual intercourse, which is then rejected by Majnun as he begins
to engage in more violent behaviors of self-harm. This shows not only the dynamism with which
the anecdotes provide additional information to the poetic snippets as Gruendler has noted in her
approach to akhbar, but also how the anecdotes offer a different perspective through their
illumination of Majnun’s physical state and actions.!>> Rather than only appearing as a defiant
madman-critic of medical authority, this anecdote reveals Majnun to simultaneously be afflicted
by a refusal to seek help.

Several times the anecdotes note the gravity with which Majnun is afflicted by the disease
of ‘ishg, and the failure to treat it results, eventually, in his permanent relocation to the wilderness.
There, Majnun occasionally seeks out help from doctors whose responses indicate the very real

threat that ‘ishq poses.!>® As the attempts to cure him repeatedly fail, Majnun further “becomes

wild (tawahhush),” and his more serious loss of rationality coincides with an interpretation of him

154. Q 14:1.

155. Gruendler, “Verse and Taxes,” 90-96.

156.
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And when he was finished with his poem, Majnun set out on his way naked not paying attention to anything and then
he passed by two doctors while they were sitting in the middle of the path and he approached them and said: is there
one amongst you who can treat me? They said: and who are you? He said: | am Majnun, the one madly in love with
Layla. They said: by God, we do not have medicine for the lovers ( ‘ushshag). Diwan, 228.
91



as a kind of beastly animal that should be kept at a distance.!” Majnun’s becoming wild likewise
marks the final stage of his separation from human community, revealing how rationality is a
constituent factor for membership in his human society. Once he is fully wild, the community
nevertheless continues to seek his poetry, which contributes to a vicious cycle that perpetuates
Majnun’s existence on the edge.

The scene of Majnun’s death brings together the various factors that perpetuate Majnun’s
life on the edge, and it places on display the violence of Majnun’s own self-harm as well as the
human community’s repeated exclusions. The Diwan builds up this moment for several pages as
a man who admires Majnun’s poetry goes to seek him in the desert and attempts to coerce a
particular gasida out of Majnun that his community wants.!>® The admiring man recalls poetry of
other famous love-poets, which eventually convinces Majnun to be sociable and which shows how
poetry remains the bridge through which Majnun both gains communal acceptance and displays

power. Yet shortly thereafter, the anecdote reports that Majnun vanishes:

157. See, for example, this anecdote from an episode in the Diwan close to Majnun’s death:
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It was recalled that Majnun when his illness had made him terribly thin, it became difficult to treat him and his
maladies. Doctors tried and no medication was useful for it and his state worsened and he began to become wild
(tawahhush) in the desert. Diwan, 295.
158. Diwan, 319.
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When he had finished this gasida, a gazelle appeared
before him and he rushed to it and he turned to me and
said: greetings to you, I do not see you looking for me
after this ever.

The Arab said: Then I went to the tribe and I informed
them of his news and I recited for them the gasida and
they wrote it down. And when the morning came I set
out and sought to find him and I was not able to so I
went back to the tribe and I informed them and his
brothers and the tribe of his paternal uncle and the
people of his house came and we searched for him day
and night, and when we began to come down to a
valley full of stones when we suddenly found him dead
in it and we cried for him and raised our voices in tears

g Al 4l )yl Bl oda adi Lald : l e Y1 JU8
ey )i ell i Lad elile Dl Jy ) il 5 L)
Jad

agiadil 5o yua agiuals Al L Capae s ) e NI
L a8 il g aal) < S 2Rl (e (S Lali L 5968 Bl
dnc siry 45 A ol agi il s Al ) il 4ile
3g ) Lilaaa Ui sal Lalé Uil 5 Lia g3 oliallad 4 Jal g
Gile 5 agle LS 4 e 43 o 1383 jlaall i<

ade (S Al ) sliles y ol 5 oIS Ll goal
LS 5 Ll o5 Lo gy s pans (o IS5 sl 5
lan o3gh Lagl e 5 dll Logan ) I 5 il ) olida
Lala OIS Lg o badl s ¢ simall JLAT (e L) alii L

and wailing and we carried him to the tribe and the
estranged ones (al-gharib) and close friends and all
who had heard his name cried for him for a day then we
washed him and put him in a shroud and buried him
next to Layla’s tomb may god have mercy on them
both and pardon them. And this is all of what has
reached us from the reports of Majnun and his poetry,
except for that which was left out from what we did not
write because it was altered from his gasida or report
and God the most high knows best.!>
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The appearance of the gazelle gives a glimpse of the possibility of a final interpretation of
Majnun’s life amongst animals as one amongst alternative kin, which is affirmed by Majnun’s own
awe-inspiring final remark.!®° This creates a marvel around Majnun’s death that simultaneously
insinuates mystical meaning may be attached to his character as the reader is to look beyond the
immediacy of death itself. Once again, the image of Majnun as a kind of gazelle allows for
animalistic aspects of his character to be understood instead as elegant or graceful, and the reader

is left with an imagining of Majnun’s communing with animals as generative of a vision of a

159. Diwan, 337.

160. Ibn Qutayba offers a highly similar ending, except it is a group of gazelles and Majnun has no final
comment. Similarly, however, Majnun’s family finds him dead in a valley full of stones. See Ibn Qutayba, 379. The
gazelle could be understood in ways similar to how Boissoron has analyzed the role of a “commensal” animal, with a
commensal relationship being defined as when “two organisms mutually benefit without adversely affecting each
other.” See Boissoron, Afro-Dog, xxiii.
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different kind of society.!¢! Yet it would not be until later versions, notably Nezami’s Layli and
Majnun, where details of this different society are given that further invert predator-prey relations
and that speculate about interspecies forms of kinship. Having obtained the poem he wanted, the
admirer returns to the tribe, yet the peace of this closure is disturbed by the family’s subsequent
inability to find Majnun and the eventual, horrid sight of his body. It seems likely that Majnun’s
mad behaviors, behaviors such as biting his lips and tearing at his skin and clothes may have given
way to what resembles suicide. This final anecdote, however, resists such a totalizing interpretation
by claiming that Majnun is simply “found dead.” The neatness of closure of Majnun’s life and of
the Diwan itself remains haunted by the severity of Majnun’s madness, which is linked to the
severity of ‘ishg’s effects on him and which gives way to his own animality. Violence lingers, and
it is not only the violence of Majnun’s self-harm, but also the violence of the human society’s
repeated exclusion of Majnun when he failed to appear as rational or to abide by societal kinship
regulations.
VII. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how Majnun as a literary figure emerges out of a specific
context that offered mixed approaches to madness: one view, as evidenced by the Qur’an and sira
held that madness, when embodied masculine, was societally acceptable due to associations of
madness with prophecy. Yet another view, as evidenced by early Islamic medicine, held the
behaviors inspired by ‘ishg as a mental disease that needed to be cured. This backdrop, alongside
the backdrop of the prevalence of animals in pre-Islamic poetry, contextualizes the ambivalence

of the early literary sources’ descriptions of Majnun and his animality. At times Majnun himself

161. T analyze Nezam1’s depiction of this alternative society in chapter three. On worldbuilding with animals in
medieval texts, see Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Inventing with Animals in the Middle Ages,” 39-40.
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becomes like a gazelle, which creates a sense of awe around his character and which foregrounds
the notion of animals as alternative kin. Yet at other times, Majnun appears as more overtly beastly
and his self-harming behaviors resemble the violence associated with beastly animals. Whether
viewed with intrigue or disgust, Majnun is kept on the edge of human society because he is
perceived to lack the ability to behave fully rationally.!®? His life amongst the animals and
exclusion from human society underscores the social construction of rationality itself, which he as
one affected by ‘ishq and which the animals intrinsically are thought to lack.

Several times throughout this chapter I have noted how various members of Majnun’s
society continue to admire him for his poetry. As with madness and prophecy, poetry carried a
connotation of supernatural inspiration that allowed for acceptance of non-rational behavior. Yet
the poet, unlike the madman, did not simultaneously carry associations with the demonic, and
Majnun’s role as poet differentiates him from his animal companions insofar as he retains the
possibility of self-representation through speech. Poetry serves as Majnun’s bridge to continued
human contact as we have seen throughout the various anecdotes of this chapter. Poetry also serves
as the means through which Majnun offers a more thorough critique of the kinship relations that

uphold his society, and it is to Majnun’s role as a poet that I now turn.

162. Bruce’s comments of madness as a “metaphysical zone, a location outside the the gentrified precincts and
patrolled borders of Reason,” has helped me think through the relationship between spatiality and madness that
underlies Majnun’s location on the edge of human society. See Bruce, 17.
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Chapter 2: Love that binds: Kinship, sacrifice, and conceptualizing ‘ishq

A popularly cited hadith (saying of the prophet Muhammad) on love states that “one who
loves (‘ashiga) and stays chaste, and hides his love and dies, dies a martyr.” This hadith, not found
in the generally agreed upon hadith collections and instead preserved by the jurist and litterateur
Muhammad ibn Dawid (d. 908-9), offers a window into the severity with which many medieval
Muslim authors considered the effects of a particular kind of love associated with the term ‘ishq.!
Often translated as radical love, passionate love, mystical/romantic love, or érds, ‘ishq in this
hadith resembles as an embodied practice that requires chastity and secrecy, and that ultimately
gives way to death sanctioned as martyrdom.? This hadith’s recourse to martyrdom signals how
Ibn Dawid and early Abbasid literati like him appealed not only to religious authority, but also to
early Arabic poetry as a means of legitimizing their views against the medical opinions that I
explored in the last chapter. Indeed, the idea of lovers’ extreme suffering that leads to death
resonates with the behavior of a legendary group of poet-lovers associated with the ‘udhri style—
a group of seventh-century poets whose work was retroactively attributed to just after the arrival
of Islam, and whose lyrics speak of longing for an unobtainable beloved that lasts until death.®> As

paradigmatic examples, udhri poets remain intertextually relevant for Abbasid courtly circles as

Ibn Dawud, Kitab al-Zahra, edited by A. R. Nykl and Ibrahim Tuqan (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1932), 66.

2. I leave ‘shg untranslated to historicize its usage against premodern Islamic discourses on desire. These
discourses, informed by Islamic approaches to asceticism, marriage, and sexual ethics, make different demands on the
body than ancient or medieval Christian authors’ deployment of terminology on the erotic.

3. Possible etymologies of the term ‘udhr? include a relation to the ‘Udhra family and/or a thematic association
with virginity ( ‘udhra). Common names associated with this style are Jamil Buthayna, Kuthayyir ‘Azza, and Majnun
Layla. Given that there is no historical evidence of these poets’ lives, Ruqayya Khan and Renate Jacobi have detailed
the ways in which al-hubb al- ‘udhri (‘udhri love) represents a later Abbasid imagining of Bedouin society. See Khan,
Bedouin and ‘Abbdsid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnun Layla Story, 49-53.
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well as for poets from al-Andalus to South Asia and beyond, authoritatively backing an
understanding of ‘ishg as a practice of chaste desire.

As one of these legendary ‘wudhri poet-lovers, Majnun as a literary figure was eventually
valorized by courtly circles as an exemplary poet-lover because his story includes more extreme
forms of suffering that lead to madness and death. Given his position as a madman, Majnun
embodies the ethos of the above hadith insofar as his devotion lasts unto death, yet the legend that
grows around him foregrounds one significant way in which he differs from the hadith’s
requirements: instead of hiding it, Majnun speaks and publicly performs his passion at nearly every
opportunity. This chapter analyzes Majnun’s heretical performances of passion, arguing that
literary depictions of his behavior critique normative expectations of kinship relations. I draw from
the work of Eve Sedgwick to unpack Majnun’s poet-lover masculinity within the representation
of a society that mandates heterosexuality, which is a system that results in competitive homosocial
bonds between men as well as in the traffic in women through its marriage economy.* It is crucial
to note, however, that the legend’s representation of such a societal system—mnamely a prior “Arab”
or “Bedouin” society wherein patriarchal structures thrive—is precisely a representation and
should not be read as historically accurate and certainly not as trans-historically revealing of some

kind of essentially “Arab” trait.> The former would be an overstatement at best and the latter relies

4.1 follow Eve Sedgwick in relying upon Gayle Rubin’s reformulation of the phrase “traffic in women” towards
an understanding of how the subordination of women can be seen as a product of male-dominated kinship systems.
As such, obligatory heterosexuality has negative effects on women as well as on men with desires that lie beyond the
pail of homosocial bonds that, as Sedgwick demonstrates, are sanctioned as compulsory by the marriage economy of
any given society. See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, 3
and 25-27 and Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex,” in Toward an
Anthropology of Women, 175-180.

5. Rugayya Khan has pointed out the potentially racializing dimensions of this form of representation in the
Book of Songs, and I build on her approach of reading these anecdotes as portraying a reductive vision of “the Bedouin”
and their mores. See Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities, 4 and chapter 1.
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upon naturalizing orientalist and racializing tropes. In this fictionalized society, Majnun’s
performance of actual desire for a woman who he is not and cannot be married to critiques a kinship
structure that traffics in women by their being, primarily, commodified means through which
familial relations are solidified through marriage.® I draw not only from Sedgwick’s structural
analysis of the role of homosocial desire within obligatory heterosexuality and male-dominated
kinship systems, but also from her astute warnings about cultural contingency.” In other words,
while I think aspects of the kinship system undergirding the legend of Layla and Majnun such as
homosocial bonding through poetic rivalry as well as the detrimental effects of any actual desire
for a woman resemble what Sedgwick has analyzed as byproducts of societies that traffic in
women, | dispense with her engagement with class conflict in industrializing societies and the
naming of homosexuality specific to eighteenth and nineteenth century England.® Instead, I ground

my literary analysis in a contextualization of historical debates on ‘ishq in order to approach this

6. Such a society is concerned with women primarily as a means for preserving honor and progeny. For
example, the anonymous Diwan repeatedly asserts that an unnamed Sultan asks for Majnun’s blood on behalf of
Layla’s family. In one poignant moment where Majnun is close to reuniting with Layla thanks to the help of a local
nobleman, Nawfal, the Diwan asserts that Layla’s family “met them with pointed swords and they said, ‘By God,
Majnun will never enter our house ever, and the Sultan has asked for his blood.”” See Diwdan, 208-209.

7. Sedgwick defines her approach as both in and beyond historically attuned analysis, declaring that “the
structure of homosocial continuums is culturally contingent...nevertheless, we may take as an explicit axiom that the
historically differential shapes of male and female homosociality—much as they themselves may vary over time—
will always be articulations and mechanisms of the enduring inequality of power between women and men.” I find
this approach to be helpful for locating a nuanced critique of oppression within feminist analysis. See Sedgwick,
Between Men, 5.

8. For example, Sedgwick emphasizes a radical disruption between the continuum of homosocial bonds and
homosexuality for men in Victorian England and twentieth-century American society that she contrasts to the
homoerotic culture of Ancient Greek society. Moreover, Sedgwick admits that her focus on these time periods may
“leave the relation of my discussion to non-European cultures and people entirely unspecified.” Yet given the work
of Khaled El Rouyaheb, Kecia Ali, and others I think it is possible to begin specifying the role of homosocial bonds
and the traffic in women in the representation of premodern Islamic society that serves as the backdrop of the legend
of Layla and Majnun. These scholars have analyzed the legal constraints of marital practices, and this article aims to
add to such analysis by focusing on literature and literary-historical formulations of ‘ishg. See Sedgwick, Between
Men, 19 and 27, and Khaled El Rouyaheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800 (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 13-25.
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kinship system and Majnun’s role as lover ( ‘ashig) within it with a paradigm more suitable to the
medieval Islamic world.

I open this chapter with an overview on historical debates on ‘ishg, pointing to how courtly
authors contested medical views as well as the philosophical and mystical underpinnings of ‘ishg
becoming such a prominent term in the Persianate world prior to Layli and Majnun. Turning to
literary analysis, I show how Majnun in Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) Book of Poetry and Poets and the
Diwan fits into a larger category of poet-lovers whose masculinity is primarily defined by
rhetorical skill alongside suffering undertaken on behalf of a beloved. This poet-lover masculinity
reflects how contemporaneous courtly discourse understood ‘ishqg as a kind of illness that need not
be cured, and Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun inherits and represents such a view in Majnun’s
speeches in the first half of the work that link his power to his rhetorical abilities. Yet this is only
one idiom on ‘shq that Layli and Majnun incorporates, and in the third section I provide a series
of close readings from the text that highlight how it is engaged with the fertile terrain of prior
debates on the term’s polysemy. In this section, I argue that Layli and Majnun pulls on these
various possibilities as it offers a novel formulation of shq that foregrounds its propensity to lead
to corporeal transformation. I tease out the implications of this conception over three chapters. In
this chapter, I first introduce Nezami’s historical setting as well as how Layli and Majnun wrestles
with its inheritances by claiming explicit fictionality and altering the dichotomous relationship

between ‘ishqg and rationality (‘aql) embedded in the Arabic material.’ I then dive into textual

9. I draw from Julie Orlemanski’s “hermeneutic conception of fictionality” that “assumes its determination in
encountering the record of past thought and action.” In Nizam1’s case, I maintain that his introductory comments to
Layli and Majnun serve as a deliberate undermining of his sources in a way akin to Arabic authors’ deliberate
undermining of the isnad (chain of transmission). Though this is not the only marker of Layli and Majnun’s fictionality
(others might include the perspectives of narratorial onlookers, dream accounts, and character interiority), it highlights
inventiveness and indifference to accurate recollection. See Orlemanski, “Who Has Fiction? Modernity, Fictionality,
and the Middle Ages,” in New Literary History Volume 50, Number 2 (Spring 2019): 143-148.
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analysis of Layli and Majnun, offering a section on passages that show ‘ishg’s conceptual work
through its textual proximity to embodiment, power, and transferability. As a force that transforms
bodies, ‘ishg carries resonances of contemporary mystical discourse that I explore further in
chapter three as well as ethical implications that I highlight in chapter four. In other words, unlike
the Arabic poetry attributed to Majnun that uses %shq interchangeably with other words for love,
I argue that Layli and Majnun explicitly theorizes ‘%shq as a force that transform bodies, an
approach that resonates with contemporaneous Persianate deployment of the term to describe
mystical transcendence insofar as ‘ishg resembles a metaphysical force, and yet the textual
emphasis on corporeal transformation indicates simultaneous engagement with medical and
courtly resonances.

The textual emphasis on corporeal transformation places on display embodied effects of
ishq on Majnun that include not only pain and suffering, but also laughter and pleasure. I analyze
three episodes wherein Majnun’s embodied performance of ‘shq is placed on display—on the
battlefield while trying to win Layla from her family, a trip to the Ka‘ba with his father who
attempts to cure Majnun of ishg, and Majnun’s placing himself willingly in the ropes and chains
of an old woman—wherein Majnun’s performances stall and critique a kinship system based on
the traffic in women. In each of these episodes, Majnun performs consent to a kind of bondage
that lies beyond his own society’s capacity to imagine kinship ties, namely, through an actual
desire for a woman beyond the limitations of the marriage economy that lasts until death. Majnun’s

performances utilize an Islamic understanding of willing sacrifice and sacrifice serves as the
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sanctified means through which he overturns the authority of his father and finds pleasure in
stalling the marriage economy.'?
I. Historical Debates on ‘ishq

‘Ishq as a concept became an important site for physicians, philosophers, poets, and others
to negotiate the boundaries of what counts as “sexual,” and, in tandem, as “licit desire” in the
medieval Islamic world. Although there is a historical arc to ‘ishg becoming a widely debated topic
by the twelfth century, this section subordinates linear progression to discourse analysis,
highlighting how courtly authors respond to and interact with the authoritative, medical definitions
of ‘ishg explored in the last chapter. Often placed in a web of words such as love (hubb, mahabba),
passion (hawa), affinity (mushakala), intimacy (ilf), and yearning desire (shawq), ‘ishq was further
marked for poets and courtly authors by their general awareness of contemporaneous medical
discourse that defined it as an illness of the brain. This medical classification and its localization
in the brain follows ancient Greek medicine, however, the humoral causality of ishg was fully
theorized in Arabic by thinkers such as Abiu Bakr al-Razi (d. 925 or 935), Ishaq ibn Tmran (d. c.
903-909), Ibn al-Jazzar (d. 979) and Ibn Sina (d. 1037).!' The nuance of this theoretical
formulation offered an authoritative backdrop by which authors of other discourses recognized the
severity of ‘ishg and began specifying its conceptual difference from other terms for describing

love, lust, and desire.

10. Historically, there have been different interpretations of the Qur’anic version of the Abraham parable. Q
37:100-112 leaves it ambiguous as to which son (Ishmael or Isaac) was to be sacrificed by Abraham. My emphasis on
consent is based on Majnun’s appeals to Ishmael (Ismail) as well as the fact that in the Qur’an, unlike in Genesis 22,
Abraham has a conversation with his son about the impending sacrifice. For a comparative discussion, see M. Shahid
Alam, “Ishmael and Isaac: An Essay on the Divergent Moral Economies of the Qur’an and Torah,” in Islamic Studies
Vol. 51, no. 2 (summer 2012): 139-154.

11. For a fuller exploration of medical views, see chapter one.
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Simultaneously, in poetics, a new way of speaking about love can be traced to a group of
poets affiliated with the ‘udhri style, a purportedly Umayyad-era (661-750) group of poets who
spoke ghazals, or short, monothematic poems often compared to the lyric. Possible etymologies
of the term ‘udhri include a relation to the wudhra family living in the Northwestern Arabian
Peninsula in the seventh century and/or a thematic association with virginity ( ‘udhra), and
common names associated with this style are Jamil Buthayna, Kuthayyir ‘Azza, and Majniin
Layla.!? Each of these poets became retroactively known by a name that places their name in a
construct of possession with their beloved’s name (Buthayna’s Jamil, Layla’s Majntin)—a practice
which reflects the persona of these poets as lovers defined by their lifelong devotion to a single
beloved. Renate Jacobi has compared the ‘udhri ghazal with the mu'allagat (“hanging odes,”
associated with the pre-Islamic period) poet’s erotic prelude (nasib), arguing that both depict a
sense of love lost, and yet the mu‘allagat poet’s emotions are located definitively in the past,
whereas the ‘udhri poet speaks of a present romantic relationship that he carries into the future.!'®
Renate Jacobi’s thematic analysis highlights how ‘udhri poetry introduced to the early Islamic
milieu an entirely new way of thinking about love as melancholic devotion that need not be

overcome and that extends unto death.!* Bracketing historiographical questions surrounding these

12. See footnote 3.

13. Renate Jacobi, “Time and Reality in Nasib and Ghazal,” Journal of Arabic Literature 16 (1985): 16-17.
Certainly, there are exceptions to such generalizations, and poets such as Dhu al-Rimma (c. 735), dwell in
remembering the beloved in ways that Michael Sells has likened to ‘udhrt poetry, and whose work is in fact cited by
Ibn Qutayba as similar to Majnun’s. See Sells, Desert Tracings, 68 and Ibn Qutayba, Kitab al-shi ‘r wa al-shu’ara’,
380.

14. Historiographical issues continue for poetry retroactively dated to the Umayyad period (661-750) due to a
scarcity of texts. On issues of attribution of the mu ‘allagat, see Abdulla el-Tayib, “Pre-Islamic Poetry,” 111-113 and
J. Monroe, “Oral Composition in Pre-Islamic Poetry,” Journal of Arabic Literature 3 (1972): 1-53. On the fragmented
reception of Umayyad texts, see Khan, 34.
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poets’ lives, I follow Suzanne Stetkevych’s approach and think of what is known about ‘udhri
poets as “personae constructs of a mythic, folkloric, and archetypal nature.”!>

Poets and authors at the Abbasid (c. 750-1258) court began conceptualizing ‘ishq and its
physical ramifications out of examples drawn from the ‘wudhri tradition alongside the backdrop of
authoritative medical opinions. The litterateur Jahiz’s (d. 868-9) two treatises that elaborate on the
subject—Treatise on ‘Ishq and Women (Risala fi al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’) and Treatise on
Songstresses (Risalat al-giyan)—draw explicitly and implicitly from the ‘udhri tradition. The
latter treatise was written as a defense of owning songstresses (giyan), a practice that was
condemned by legal scholars of the time.!¢ Defending this practice as licit, Jahiz cites the story of
the ‘udhri poet Jamil Buthayna as an authoritative source from the past that provides evidence for
the permissibility of various kinds of non-sexual relations between the sexes by philologically

defining Jamil as a “visitor (zir)” whose habit of visiting (ziyara) his beloved (who was married to

another man) as normal for pre-Islamic times.!” Such a comment resonates with the ways in which

15. Stetkeyvch highlights how the genre of Arabic literary biography combined anecdotes (akhbar) and
genealogies (ansab) along with excerpts of poetry to construct these personae. Though debates about authenticity
continue to varying degrees, Stetkeyvch notes how attributions often rely more on the popular and literary imagination
as evidenced by the genre of literary biographies. See Stetkeyvch, The Mute Immortals Speak, 124-131.

16. Jahiz refers to a group of legal scholars called the “Hashwiya,” (from hashw, common people) who have
historically been associated with traditionalists (a// al-hadith) that opposed Mu ‘tazili doctrine and who share with the
Hanbalis an insistence on a literal interpretation of the sacred text. For more on the Hashwiya, see A. S. Halkin,
“Hashwiya,” in Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol. 54, No 1 (Mar 1934), 1-29. Lois Giffen also notes that
the giyan were also a popular subject for other ninth-century authors such as al-Washsha " and al-Sarakhst. See Lois
Giffen, Theory of Profane Love Among the Arabs: The Development of the Genre (New York: New York University
Press, 1971), 4.

17.
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“Someone mad in love (miila ‘) as such from amongst men was called a visitor (zir), which is derived from the visit
(ziyara).” Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” in Rasda il al-Jahiz vol. 1, edited by Muhammad Basil ‘Uyun al-Sud and ‘Ubayd
Allah ibn Hassan (Beirut: Manshiirat Muhammad ‘Ali Baydiin, Dar al-Kutub al- ‘Ilmtyah, 2000), 114. I have at times
referenced the translation in Jim Colville, Sobriety and Mirth: A Selection of the Shorter Writings of al-Jahiz (London:
Kegan Paul Limited, 2002), 184.
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many early Abbasid thinkers drew on a category of pre- and early Islamic ‘arab, a term whose
usage more likely referred to “Bedouins” than a clearly delineated ethnic category of Arabs, as
authoritative sources and underscores how ‘udhri poets were associated with this category.!® Jahiz
moreover obliquely refers to ‘udhri poets’ melancholic personae by alluding to the “happenings
produced in lovers’ affairs in their hearts, livers, and intestines, and their moans, longing, going
mad, and being infatuated, and when their tears make them happy or when the eye expresses
depression,” all of which he claims to have anecdotally witnessed and about which he
pontificates.!” These details replicate embodied behaviors associated with ‘udhri poet-lovers who
serve as the raw material for his further conceptual thinking about ‘shgq.

Moreover, agreeing with contemporary medical views that ‘ishq is a disease (da’), Jahiz
offers a definition of the term in the Treatise on Songstresses that reinforces its power over the
body but that nevertheless differs from curative approaches, declaring that “ ishq is a disease that
cannot be fully controlled just as one cannot remove the impediments of various diseases except

9920

with a rigorous diet (himya),”” and adding two significant conditions that one should not abstain

18. As recalled in chapter one, Ruqayya Khan points to historical conflations between the terms ‘aradb and
badiya (steppe/desert), such as Ibn Khaldiin’s (d. 1406) definition that “the ‘arab are a section of... the people of the
badiya, characterized by the importance of genealogical relations.” See Khan, 4. For a lengthier discussion of sources
on this conflation, see Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 294-340.

19.
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Jahiz, “Risala fi al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” in Majmii ‘at rasa il (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Taqaddum, 1906), 167. Another version
of this kind of empirical observation in the Kitab al-giyan: )
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“We did not see anyone among them becoming ill in his body nor being destroyed in his spirit from love of his country
or son even if lovesickness and burning pierces him at the time of separation. And we have seen and given an account
of many of those who are destroyed by the disease of ‘ishq after long strife and grief.” Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” 128.
20.
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Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” 127.
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from eating entirely and that even if one takes control over one’s diet, one cannot be in control of
“the harms caused by changes in weather and differences in water.”?! For Jahiz, even though ‘ishg
is an illness, one should neither abstain from it nor attempt to wholly control it, and this use of
medical knowledge shows how for courtly elites the bodily effects of a lover serve instead as proof
of a love that need not be cured. Moreover, Jahiz states that the disease of ‘ishg has a particular
pervasiveness because of its home in the heart, and he amplifies the effects of this pervasiveness
by making recourse to a proverb, declaring, “the generally known proverb is that passion (hawa)
makes a man blind and deaf, but ‘ishq kills.”?? Such a comment foreshadows the emphasis on
martyrdom being one if not the ultimate action of a suffering lover, an emphasis that can be seen
in works composed on ‘ishg from a wide range of Abbasid authors including Hanbalt jurists, Sufis,
and literati such as Jahiz.?

Yet the fact that ishg may kill serves, for Jahiz, as an acknowledgement of ishg’s potency

that makes recourse to contemporary medical knowledge to support his overarching argument for

21.
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“And even if he took control over rationing food and guarded his diet, he still would not be in control of the harms
caused by changes in weather and differences of water.” Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” 127.
22.
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Jahiz, “Risala fi al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” 166.
VSR PATESS RN (U PREIWER U [PIVERE POPORSPRE 51 PARY
“The disease of ‘ishq and its pervasiveness in all of the body is due to the home of the heart in respect to the limbs of
the body.” See Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” 127.

23. Hanbali thinkers such as Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Taymiya considered tatayyum (enslavement, thralldom) to
be a higher form of love than ‘ishq that is reserved for divine love alone. Despite their interest in ‘ishq, Hanbalt
treatises retain a sense on ambivalence towards the power of ‘ishqg as they claim it risks idolatry by leading to worship
of a human beloved. For an overview on Hanball views on ‘ishg, see Joseph Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite
Islam, 135-161.
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the pleasures that come together with its perils. Appealing to excessiveness by way of affirmation,
Jahiz’s two treatises locate in ‘ishq a kind of pleasure that is not necessarily encapsulated by other
terms for love and that make its risks worthwhile. The Treatise on ‘Ishq and Women opens with
the declarative statement that “love (hubb) is that which is the root of passion (hawa) and passion
is that from which branches ‘ishq and ‘ishq is that which causes man to wander on his path (an
yvahima lahu ‘ala wajhi-hi) or die of grief on his bed,” a statement that again intertextually
references ‘udhri poets’ archetypal behaviors as “wandering” is often the precise words used to
describe Majnun’s actions.?* ‘Ishq is singled out from other ways of describing love by these
actions, which underscore subsequent conceptual statements such as “ Ishq is a name for what
exceeds the scope of that which is called love (hubb),” and, in the Treatise on Songstresses, that
hubb is an inadequate term to convey ishq, which is a “compound of love (hubb), passion (hawa),
affinity (mushakala), and intimacy (ilf).”> As a disease and as excess, Jahiz declares that “the
pleasure of lovers (muta ‘ashigin) is tranquil unto eternity, persisting without transience,” a

pleasure which he compares to listening to music, except that songs are inevitably transient.?® This

24.
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Khan discusses similarities between sa@ma and the idea of errancy as this phrase is repeatedly deployed in the Kitab
al-Aghant; Jahiz moreover repeats this sentiment by stating that the “lover is the one who wanders for his beloved (al-
‘ashiq al-ha’im bi- ‘ashigatihi). See Jahiz, “Risala f1 al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” 161-163 and Khan, 131-133.
25.
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““Ishg is a name for what exceeds the scope of that which is called love and not all kinds of love are called ‘ishq.”
Jahiz references two comparisons for thinking about ‘ishq’s excess, stating that the relationship between ‘ishg and
hubb is similar to that of the relationship between extravagance (saraf) and generosity (jiid), as well as between avarice
(bukhl) and thriftiness (igtisad). See “Risala f1 al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” 161-162.
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Jahiz, “Kitab al-qiyan,” 127.
26.
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pleasure helps explain Jahiz’s particular recourse to defining ‘%ishq in treatises on women and
songstresses, which are other aspects of courtly life that for him bring pleasure. This emphasis on
pleasure also counters the focus on ‘ishq’s propensity to lead to suffering and it shows how ‘ishg’s
corporeal effects can be felt otherwise.?” Even though ‘ishq is an illness, Jahiz’s loose use of
medical knowledge shows how for courtly elites it need not be cured and it may nevertheless be
desirable.

In fact, this courtly view on ‘ishg gave way to a sense of masculinity that finds power in
displays of suffering. Though Jahiz articulates the ways in which ‘ishq causes the lover to be
submissive and to lose his manliness (murii’a), Ibn Dawtud’s Book of the Flower shows how that
submissiveness itself can be seen as a strength of a suffering poet-lover ( ‘Gshiq).?® Ruqayya Khan
and others have argued that this work served as a kind of manual of behavior for a group of

2

“genteel-savants (zarif, pl. zurafa’) ” whose fascination with ‘udhri modes of idealizing the

beloved likely served as a kind of male bonding.? Likewise drawing loosely on the medical

Jahiz, “Risala f1 al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” 163. This usage of dual active participle to describe lovers (muta ‘ashigin) is
rare to my knowledge and seems to correspond with Jahiz’s discussion in “Kitab al-qiyan” that ‘ishq affects the
beloved too, but that it rarely affects both parties equally.

27. Although he writes in the defense of women and describes the learned disposition of giyan in particular,
Jahiz nevertheless makes recourse to what he claims as inherent weakness and jealousy of women in ways that further
preclude their inclusion from the category of suffering lovers. See Colville, 190.

28.
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“The first thing love does is cause damage to a man’s honor (murii’a ) and make him feel submissive as he encircles
his beloved.” Suzanne Stetkevych, Stefan Sperl, and others have explored the ways in which the mu‘allagat poet’s
masculinity hinges upon embodying a communalist ethos of muri ‘a (manliness)—a term akin to the Latin virtus as it
combines manliness with the ability to provide for a kinship group, which is often associated with the final boast
(fakhr) of an ode (gasida). See Jahiz, “Risala f1 al-‘ishq wa al-nisa’,” 161 and chapter one.

29. Khan has located the prominence of the ideal of refinement (zarf) in a group she calls “genteel savants”
(zarif), or “elegent, fashionable cliques that took the famous ninth century love treatise Book of the Flower (Kitab al-
Zahra) as a core manual of their subculture.” Certainly, the historical verifiability of this claim is subject to debate,
though the terminology around refinement is repeated in poetry and prose from the period. Khan draws on the work
of Willem Raven to further argue for the popularity of this work due to the evidence of Greek inscriptions from it on
insignia rings. Giffen moreover records that there are several literary traditions describing how Ibn Dawtid was asked
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knowledge of his time, Ibn Dawiid cites Galen when defining ‘ishq as “an activity of the soul
hidden in the brain, heart, and liver,” only to follow with the statement that “one cannot entirely
be called a lover (‘@shiq) unless and until one is separated from the one he loves.”** Unlike the
medical tradition that locates ideal masculinity in rationality and balance, poets and authors in the
courtly tradition such as Ibn Dawid identified the figure of the lover (‘d@shig) with masculine
power, and as such validated excessive displays of suffering and irrationality.’! Indeed, such an
ethos can be seen in the Hadith “one who loves ( ‘ashiga) and stays chaste, and hides his love and
dies, dies a martyr,” preserved and interpreted by Ibn Dawtd, and explored in the introduction of
this chapter. Embedded in early courtly conceptualizations of ‘ishq is the figure of the suffering
lover who nobly endures separation.’? Thus in addition to Khan’s arguments about the masculinity
of “genteel-savants,” I would add that the poetic tradition specifically indicates that the figure of

the suffering-lover ( ‘d@shiq) retains a sense of masculine power.

by someone in the street about a line or verse included in the Kitab al-Zahra. See Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural
Identities, 14-15; Willem Raven, Ibn Dawud al-Isbahani and His Kitab al-Zahra (PhD diss., University of Leiden,
1989), 70 and Giffen. 9.
30.
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“QGalen said that ‘shqg is an activity of the soul and it is hidden in the brain, heart, and liver, and in the brain, it has
three imaginary homes: in the front of the head, ideas that are in the middle, and memory that is in the back, and one
cannot entirely be called an ‘@shig unless and until one is separated from the one he loves.” See Ibn Dawid, Kitab al-
Zahra, 17.

31. See the discussion in the previous chapter on Abu Bakr al-Razi’s polemic against “the effeminate men
(khanithiin), love-poets, dandies, the affluent, and men who are affected by lusts.” Against these groups, al-Raz1 posits
a rational masculinity that he locates in philosophers, who are the ones he claims to be characterized by the ideals of
refinement (zarf) and etiquette (adab).

32. Ibn Dawiid’s twenty-sixth chapter, for example, is titled “what is created by separation except for the
punishment of the lovers (ma khuliga al-firdq ild li-ta ‘dhib al- ‘ushshaq). The figure of the suffering lover ( ‘@shiq, pl.
‘ushshaq) moreover stays relevant in later treatises, such as Ja‘far ibn Ahmad al-Sarraj’s (d. 1106) Masari ‘ al- ‘ushshdq
(The Destruction of the Lovers) and works modeled on it. See Ibn Dawiid, 2 and Lois Giffen, Theory of Profane Love,
25-27.
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Yet the courtly tradition does not seem to have a systematic definition of ‘shq itself at this
time, and different words for passion, love, and desire continuously surface in ways that mirror the
multiplicity of the words used in poetry itself. The title of Ibn Dawiid’s chapter that defines ishg—
“Rationality is a prisoner to passion (hawd) and desire (shawgq) is ruler of them both”—signals a
popular understanding of the proximity between these various terms.*® The reception of early
Abbasid courtly literature in al-Andalus, for example, seems to have placed a greater emphasis on
yearning desire (shawgq), as can be seen in the title of Ibn al-"Arabi’s famous collection of poems
“Translator of Desires (ashwag),” and the poets of al-Andalus likewise made appeals to the ‘udhri
tradition.>* This shows how the figure of a suffering poet-lover based on ‘udhri examples remained
an intertextual reference point for various local poetic traditions over and above a technical focus
on ‘ishgq.

Yet the debate on ‘ishg became specifically heightened in the tenth and eleventh century

Persianate world due to the rise of a strain of Islamic mysticism that equated ‘%shg with the divine

33.
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Ibn Dawid, 2.

34. Khan has discussed how Ibn Hazm employs a mixture of words to declare that the only kind of love that
lasts is “the love of true passion (mahabbat al-‘ishq al-sahih).”. Tbn al- ‘Arabl mentions pairs of ‘udhri lovers three
times throughout his collection, most notably at the end of poem eleven after a proclamation of universal love that
heightens their symbolic value: _ )
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“I profess the religion of love my heart betakes—
wherever love’s caravan turns, that is my religion and my faith.
We have a pattern in Bishr and Hind and her sister
And Qays and Lubna, Mayya and Ghaylan”
See Khan, 70 and Ibn al- ‘Arabi, Tarjuman Al-ashwdq (Tehran: Entesharat-e Mawla, 2020).
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essence itself. This strain drew from the radical utterances of Hallaj (d. 922) whose famous saying
“and al-haqq (I am the Real)” affirms the possibility of union (wisal) with the divine beloved
through annihilation (fana’) of the worldly self. This position gave way to the idea of ‘shq as the
unitary, ontological essence of all being. With the systematization of Sufi theoretical works in the
eleventh century, this version of ‘ishq was gradually adopted as a Sufi technical term as can be
seen in the works of Qushayri (d. 1072), Hujwirt (c. 1072-7), Abu al-Hasan al-Daylami (d. 1001-
2), and Ahmad Ghazali (d. 1126). Daylami’s fame rests on his treatment of divine love (al- ishg
al-ilahi) in his splendidly titled book, The Attachment of the Conjoined Alif to the Attached Lam
(‘Atf al-alif al-ma’lif ‘ald al-lam al-ma ‘tif), which offers a comprehensive treatment of not only
mystical views, but also opinions from philosophers, physicians, theologians, astrologers,
litteratuers (adibs), and the “Bedouins” (arab) of pre-Islamic and early Islamic past. The title itself

derives from a line of poetry attributed to Halla;:

When the beginning began, He brought out his ‘ishq as 4&.4 ‘43..1:: sl sl oy Wl
attribute. ’yy 4 YO 1 et
In one who appeared, He shined in it a shining. ) T

And the /am was intimate with the inclined alif— lize uﬁ‘k"‘d ‘}JNL-’ Al
both of them one, meaning in the beginning. lina (guall 4 a5 LaadlS

This verse’s play with the letters alif (1) and lam ( J) yields the negative particle /a ( ¥ ), which
introduces the first part of every Muslim’s statement of faith (shahada) of “there is no god but
God (la ilaha ila Allah).” Together, these two letters signify an apophatic affirmation of the
oneness of the divine, which in Hallaj’s verse is co-terminous with the beginning of time and the

coming forth of ‘shq as in and of the divine. As Joeseph Lumbard has shown, this emphasis on

35. See Daylami, Kitab ‘atf al-alif al-ma’liif ‘ald al-lam al-ma ‘tif, ed. J. C. Vadet (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Ma‘had
al-‘TlmT al-Farans lil-Athar al-Sharqiyah, 1962), 44.
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Hallaj’s usage of ‘ishq to describe the divine essence came to fruition in the twelfth-century
Persianate world wherein authors such as Daylam1 and Ahmad Ghazali expand upon these earlier
poetic snippets.*® Ahmad Ghazali likewise quotes Hallaj and expands upon Arabic poetry in
Persian explanations that reinforce an ontological meaning of unity.*’

Yet unlike his predecessors who admit hesitations about the use of such an erotically loaded
term to describe the divine, Ahmad Ghazali adopted ‘ishg unapologetically in the Savanih

(Happenings).*® This work provides a cosmogonic backstory to explain the equation of ‘ishg with

36. See Joeseph Lumbard, “From Hubb to ‘Ishq: The Development of Love in Early Sufism,” 346-347.
37. For example, Ahmad Ghazalt explicates the following verse from Hallaj: . . ) )
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"I am the one I love, the one I love is me
we are two souls, incarnate in one body

when you see me, you see him
and when you see Him, you see us

This verse is a sign of this same meaning, but the second hemistich 'we are two souls, incarnate in one body,' fell far
from the meaning as it has stepped from oneness towards duplicity. The first hemistich is closer to the meaning.”
See Ahmad Ghazali, Savanih, ed. by Helmut Ritter (Leipzig: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1942), 7.

38. Abii al-Hasan al-Daylam, for example, indicates that he only accepts ‘ishq because of his own teacher’s
acceptance of Junayd’s deployment of the term:

S S a8 gl ) e ) i ) ) e ol Lt a5 o g 5 2 3ad) ) gemia 0 el 5 dpinl) anldl) sl 5 aldansal) 23 5ol el (geas
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“And from among those who permit are Abu Yazid al-Bistami, Abt Qasim al-Junayd, and Husayn ibn manstr al-
Hallaj and the likes of them. Yet our shaykh Abu ‘Abdallah ibn Khafif, may God’s mercy be upon him, was refusing
that for a time until an opinion appeared to him from Junayd on ‘ishg wherein he recalled the meaning of ‘ishq and its

111



the divine essence, a backstory which eschews questions of matter and multiplicity by illustrating
creation as a form of emanation from divine ‘ishq.>® Though he adopts a poetic idiom of lover and
beloved that resembles the vocabulary of courtly authors, Ghazali blunts the sexual connotations
of ‘ishq by devaluing human love as overly carnal in light of an overpowering, divine love,
insisting that divine ‘ishg “comes from inside to outside, while the ‘ishg of creation goes from
outside to inside” and thus can never fully penetrate the heart.*® As such, this new mystical idiom
sanctioned ‘ishq by detaching its physical connotations from their worldly, sexual undertones in
favor of an eroticized metaphysics. Conversely, it was these selfsame physical connotations that
caused Hanbali theologians to reject ‘ishq as a term for divine love for fear that the divine beloved,

construed as a kind of romantic other, might appear to be needy.*!

derivations and its essence, and he said it and withdrew from his refusal of it and permitted it and composed on it an
opinion.” See Daylami, Kitab Atf al-alif al-ma’lif ‘ald al-lam al-ma ‘tiff, S.
39.
L) ) e A U ailaidga s 33 )3 25 7 5) S e Jhilie Bie 3ga s a junddddsmsmate e
b Ko sl il A Gla al Bde G Gdia Ml 255 @iy R
“The Soul came into existence from absence. On the border of existence, ‘Ishg was waiting for the mount of the Soul.
In the beginning of existence, I do not know how its disposition was—if the essence of the Soul came, then the attribute
of its essence ‘Ishq also came. It found the house empty, and took up its place.” The short, declarative use of the past
tense offers a sense of narratorial authority on cosmogonic events: the Soul (rizh) comes into the spatial plane of
existence whereupon it encounters ‘Ishg somewhere at the edge waiting for it. The subsequent sentence dismisses the
philosophical question of Ishg’s being an essence and attribute as less relevant than its existence in pre-eternity.
Likewise dismissed is the meaning and role of “the house,” likely the earth or matter, in favor of asserting the existence
of ‘ishq in pre-eternity. See Ahmad Ghazali, Savanih, ed. by Helmut Ritter (Leipzig: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1942) 4.
40.
LS L4 oy Lab 255 s 2 Qo O B Giie 5l G 0500 ) Eas ) Gdie 48 Gk 5 gy )
e U Eaps (50 iy (5 e el gl IS 50 8 (el 338 sl BT 5Ll B U ) gL b il
Bt 858 a8 5 ) JaaS ag ol il Ja (g m sl gy 00 (Al 5 Dl sl 5 GBI 5 s Jlase 3 Bl ol 0
“And here is the great secret: that ‘ishg comes from inside to outside, while ‘ishqg of creation goes from outside to
inside. Yet it is known how far it can go, for its ending point is the membrane that encloses the heart (shagaf)... If all
of the veils are drawn, the carnal soul (nafs) also comes to ‘ishg’s work, but it takes a lifetime before the carnal soul
comes to the path of ishqg. The powers of the world, creation, lust, desires are in the outermost drapes of the heart; it
is rare that it (ishq of creation) reaches the heart, and it itself never can.” Ahmad Ghazali, Savanih, 34.
41. Joseph Bell has succinctly described the Hanbali position by underscoring how they debated “whether God
as a self-sufficient being can be described as loving.” Moreover, Hanbalt theologians’ concerns with asceticism and
piety brought them into conversation with the mystics, however the former scorned their practice of gazing at beardless
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Ghazal1’s mystical attitude slightly differs from Ibn Sina’s (d. 1037) earlier philosophical
approach to ‘shq that deems the desire for physical touch to be a natural result of the fact that
ishq permeates all being. In the short treatise on love (risala fi al- ishq) that I explored in the
introduction, Ibn Sina writes a section on love for beautiful faces that he deems natural. Ibn Sina
explicates this type of love of external forms after declaring that love is innate to lesser beings
such as mineral and animal souls, which follows a traditional Aristotelian hierarchy of organisms.
Love of beauty, he states, is moreover shared between the rational and animal soul, and it leads to
a desire to kiss and embrace the love-object, which are actions Ibn Sina also deems as natural so
long as they are kept separate from the carnality associated with sexual intercourse.*” Thus in
addition to the emphasis placed on the severity of %shg by the medical tradition, the mystical
approach encapsulated by Ghazali and the philosophical approach articulated by Ibn Stna made
ishq an especially potent site for debating desire in Persian due to the ontological gravitas
associated with the term by the time of the emergence of Nizami’s Layli and Majnun. Now I want
to turn briefly to the Arabic material on Majnun to further explore how the courtly register informs
Majnun’s character. The Arabic poetry associated with Majnun, when juxtaposed to the Persian
reformulation in Layli and Majnun, allows for an understanding of inheritance and creativity, both
of which are at work in Nezam1’s text.

II. Majnun and poet-lover masculinity

youth (shahid-bazi) as well as their use of ishg. See Joseph Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1979), 5 and 21-24.

42. Tbn Sina suggests that sexual union is only rational if it is for the purpose of reproduction, but that hugging
and kissing are natural byproducts of the ‘ishg of a man of refinement (zarif). See Ibn Sina, Risalah fi al- ‘ishq, ed. by
Husayn Siddiq and Rawiyah Jamiis (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 2005), 74 and introduction.
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Nezam1’s text draws from a courtly idiom of valorizing the suffering of poet-lovers and it
extends the overall power of Majnun’s rhetorical skill as displayed in the early Arabic material. In
chapter one, I explored aspects of Majnun’s madness and animality in Ibn Qutayba’s Book of
Poetry and Poets—the earliest source of Majnun’s poetry—and in this chapter I turn to depictions
of his role as a poet-lover in these early sources. Ibn Qutayba’s entry signals Majnun’s power
through the rhetoricity he employs as a poet-lover even as his rationality is threatened. This reflects
the nature of the work itself as an anthology, yet the narrative embedded in the entry amplifies the
power of his poesy. Detailing Layla and Majnun’s meeting in childhood, the entry offers and

explains a few lines attributed to Majnun:

I fell in love with Layla when she was a heedle§s child, when 3 raa 5;; oy LA_}j Calas
her breasts had not yet appeared to her companions. s on . | f.")d se
Aaa Ll (e ol U Ay Al

Two youths we tended the lambs—would that it were that we o )
had never grown up, nor had the lambs grown old. Ll ¢l r’é‘m = u\:um

S & 1y 5 ol

Then he grew up and he was sitting with her and speaking
with some of the people of his family, and he was beautiful

and refined (zarif) as he related poems and sweet e b Lﬁ Gty g lgra gl S 5 L (-‘3
conversation.*3 sla Sl Al Wyl Ses S5 aa 8
Euaall

Filled with a sense of pastoral nostalgia, these poetic lines dwell on a period already lost that
foreshadows the lovers’ inevitable separation. The youthful lambs reinforce the lovers’ own youth
as well as a purity that Majnun claims in his love that is not dependent on Layla’s physical qualities
and that situates his style within the chaste mandates of the wudhri tradition. Yet this youthful
nostalgia does not seem to threaten his masculinity, a poet-lover’s masculinity that allows him to

be both beautiful and refined—or as Khan translates “a genteel-savant” (zarif)—as well as

43. Ibn Qutayba, 374. These couplets are relatively consistent across the Arabic material and can be found in
the Diwan, 52-53 and in Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani vol. 2, 11.
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powerful by way of his rhetorical capacities. After a short poetic citation from Layla, the entry
quickly glosses the lovers’ separation and Majnun’s subsequent wandering with the beasts, a detail
that accompanies a repeated mention of the dwindling of his rationality (dhahaba ‘aqlu-hu), which
is further glossed by a comment that he “was not comprehending (va ‘aglu) anything, except when
Layla was recalled to him. Then he would come to his senses and speak about her without dropping
a letter.”** Whenever Layla’s name is recalled, Majnun can compose beautiful verses, which
reveals a tension between masculine rhetoricity and what is characterized throughout the entry as
animalistic behavior that is overcome when Majnun is heard as a poet-lover.

Moreover, the entry situates Majnun within the ‘udhri tradition by referencing the poetry
of Qays b. Darih in a display of competitive rhetoricity that further underscores Majnun’s
masculinity. In the final, most extended anecdote of the entry, an anonymous speaker seeks the
advice of a friend of Majnun’s on how to approach him after he has more permanently relocated
to the desert and has become known for his unusual lifestyle.*> Majnun’s friend warns of Majnun’s
potential violence and advises this speaker to recite a few lines from Qays b. Darth to calm Majnun.
Following this advice, the speaker recites a few lines, which leads to Majnun’s own poetic

performance:

44,
18y oy ¥ 5 Lo aaniy ol S0 1306 Ll 4l S 0 W1 Ui Jiny Y

A similar anecdote occurs as the anonymous speaker who meets Layla describes Majnun to her-

Lo Led sy T jlantil iy 5 Sad L) S0 0 W) gy W5 Jing Y i sl e (5505 8Ll s 3 g

“He wanders in that desert with the beasts not comprehending or understanding anything except when Layla is recalled
to him and then he cries and recites poetry recalling her in it.” See Ibn Qutayba, 374-375.

45. Majnun’s friend is described as “a youth from the tribe (fatan min al-hayy),” indicating a similarity in age
that likely reflects a similarity in disposition. See Ibn Qutayba, 378.

115



He wept for a while, then said, “By God, I am a better
poet than him (@s# ‘ar minhu) when I say

You brought me close until you captured me
by words that bring the flocks to the plains.

You shunned me when I had no way out
leaving what you left between the ribs.

Then a group of gazelles appeared, and he leapt up and
followed them. I went away and when I returned the next
morning, I did not find him... Then I returned the
morning after with his brothers and family and we
searched for him day and night and we still did not find
him. When we returned the next morning, we looked
down upon a valley full of stones and saw him dead, so
we carried him back from the wilderness and buried

him.*¢
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Majnun competes with Qays b. Darth’s poem as he declares his own value through his poetry

which is subsequently reinforced by a kind of semi-miraculous event—the appearance of a group

of gazelles that brings the anecdote to a close. As Sedgwick has noted, the competitiveness of this

bond brings forth how masculinity for ‘udhri poets is constructed primarily through their rhetorical

prowess and rivalry even as they take on more gender-fluid forms of embodiment.*” Unlike how

Nezami’s version would expound on Majnun’s death, Majnun is simply found dead and the cause

of death here remains muted. This anecdote’s recourse to Majnun’s own claim to a rhetorical

prowess that surpasses his fellow poet-lover mirrors the masculine power others see in him when

he speaks of Layla “without dropping a letter”” and his poetry provides the bridge for a temporary

recognition of his masculine power.

46. Ibn Qutayba, 378-379.

47. Eve Sedgwick notes how homosocial bonds, when developed within a world of heterosexuality, often
resemble not brotherhood but instead a form of rivalry that results in relationships of mastery and subordination which
can be seen the competitiveness of these ‘udhr figures over who is the best poet. See Sedgewick, Between Men, 66.

116




The Diwan, given its length, further fleshes out Majnun’s role as a poet-lover and the ways

in which his masculinity is linked to his rhetoricity and capacity to endure suffering. The text

recognizes Majnun as a particular kind of lover (‘ashig) that thwarts the marriage economy as

Layla’s father, in his rejection of Majnun’s father’s marriage proposal, states “By God, what the

Arabs would relate if I married her to a lover ( ‘ashiqg).”*® This usage of the term ‘ashig for this

specific kind of lover resembles the courtly deployment of the term in works such as Ibn Dawtd’s

and shows how it encapsulates the persona of udhri poets whose love is a kind of melancholic

devotion unto death. Turning to the poetry itself, Majnun’s poems use a variety of words for love

to engage in a mode of heightening devotion that imagines the lover-beloved relationship in ways

similar to a religious understanding of the relationship between a devotee and the divine. This

ennobles his suffering, which most poignantly comes through in a poem he recites at the Ka‘ba in

order to reject his father’s advice of abandoning his love of Layla:

Pilgrims call to God seeking forgiveness
in Mecca, disheveled, so their sins could be erased.

And I called out, oh Most Merciful, my first concern
is Layla, and since you are the sufficer of my soul,

if you give me Layla, there is no repenting
of a servant to God that I would not repent.

Her nearness cools my eyes and the one who blames my
love for her increases in me wonder.

And how many speakers were saying, “Repent!”
I resisted. That, by my life, is not a trait that I have.

The soul did not renounce you, Layla, because it
disliked you, but its share of you was lessened.
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48.

Diwan, 55.
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This poetic prayer compares Majnun’s devotion to Layla with a servant’s ( ‘abd) relationship with
the divine. Her nearness offers him solace, as he appeals to a Qur’anic descriptor of her as cooling
his eyes (vagarru bi-‘ayni).”® Majnun claims a capacity to repent to a greater extent than a
devotee’s repentance, yet the fact that he rejects others’ commands for repentance due to his claim
of lifelong devotion comes across as a blasphemous statement. This rejection moreover appears as
apostasy given the injunction to repent at the Ka ‘ba on hajj—an apostasy amplified in a subsequent
poem wherein Majnun states he repents of all sins except “from passion of Layla and from my
love of visiting her.”! Majnun ends this poem by situating his soul within a community of souls
who suffer due to separation from their beloveds. Despite its heretical nature, this poem’s appeals

to a religious register amplify the suffering Majnun claims in his lifelong devotion.

49. Diwan, 56-57. The first three couplets are also quoted, nearly verbatim, in Ibn Qutayba, Kitab al-Shi‘r wa
al-Shu’ara’, 377.
50. See Q 25:74 and 32:17.
51.
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“I repent to you oh Rahman from what
I did and my sins are manifest

But from passion of Layla and my love
Of visiting her indeed I do not repent.”

This slightly altered iteration of Majnun’s speech at the Ka‘ba likewise shows the various words used for passion
(hawa) and love (hubb) in the Arabic materials. See al-Walib1, Diwan, 67.
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As in Ibn Qutayba’s short entry, the Diwan likewise references other udhri poet-lovers as
a way of highlighting Majnun’s rhetorical prowess. One remarkable section describes a meeting
between the fifth Umayyad Caliph, ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn Marwan, and the legendary ‘wudhri poet
Kuthayyir. ‘Abd al-Malik prompts Kuthayyir into a tale about his meeting Majnun in the desert
by asking the question, “have you seen anyone who had more ‘ishq than you (a ‘shaq minka)??
Kuthayyir says yes, an affirmation which ‘Abd al-Malik contests by reciting a few of Kuthayyir’s
lines on his own endurance of suffering. This leads Kuthayyir into explaining how he allegedly
met Majnun in the desert and Majnun’s appearance caused Kuthayyir to question Majnun’s
humanity.’® After this questioning, Kuthayyir watches Majnun catch a gazelle and speak poetry to

it

52.
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“Kuthayyir ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman entered ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan’s residence and sat for drinking. ‘Abd al-Malik
then said to him, ‘Oh Kuthayyir, have you seen anyone who had more ‘ishg than you (a‘shaqa minka)?’” See
Diwan, 93.
53. . P
il 3 A & ) e e

Hal 3 A S ) e U
W A8 Al e dia )

038 Gl Ly Gl 8100 (4 0l (@) 3] el aad o sy (8 o3l sl ans (b el Loy e sall il Ly & 8] J8
) o Jad ¢ i o) il ) ad il jadl) e ds ol s Gl U 13 Al D gia o3 Ada,

Oh ‘Azza if I complain of that which wounds me
Even a dead man in his grave cries for me

Oh ‘Azza if I complain of that which wounds me
Even a hard mountain would turn to dust to come towards me

Kuthayyir said, “Oh commander of the believers, one day when I was walking at midday on a very hot day, a person
appeared to me in the desert who did not seem sociable (anis) and so I was frightened of him. Then I neared him and
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So I watched him as he hunted a gazelle that was the Ll e 5SS e cpaalS Al (i) s agle il
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Majnun’s likening of the gazelle to Layla reflects a porous boundary between humans and animals
that I have explored more thoroughly in chapter one.>® I raise this anecdote here in order to show
how Kuthayyir’s reciting of Majnun’s poetry places him within a coterie of poet-lovers whose
intricate ways of describing love underscores their masculine power. The first couplets enter a
descriptive mode (wasf) by comparing the gazelle’s individual body parts to Layla’s, only to turn,
in the second couplet, to a deployment of bondage imagery that makes use of paronomasia (jindas)
in order to suggest that Majnun frees the gazelle (atlagaha), who is a freed thing (talig) due to its
semblance to Layla.>® This anecdote repeats this process two more times as Majnun catches and

releases two more gazelles, offering further evidence of Majnun’s rhetorical prowess by giving

by god the beauty of his face and curls of his hair! I said to him, “Are you a human or a jinn?”” And he said, “I am a
man.” See Diwan, 94-95.

54. Diwan, 97-98.

55. See also Allison Kanner-Botan, “Rewriting the wild: Fiction, adab, and the making of Majnun’s animal
world,” Postmedieval 13 (2022): 453-470. On porousness of this boundary in the Arabic material, see Tarek El-Ariss,
“Return of the Beast: From Pre-Islamic Ode to Contemporary Novel,” 62-90.

56. Taliq also means “divorced woman,” which further adds to the feminization of the gazelle. Description
(wasf) is a mode of Arabic poetry that typically served as part of an ode (qasida), but that also existed as a genre in its
own right. On the usage of wasf in love poetry, see Stephen P. Hopkins, “Extravagent Beholding: Love, Ideal Bodies,
and Particularity,” in History of Religions, Vol. 47, No. 1 (August 2007), 20-32; as a genre of its own, see Motoyoshi
Sumi, Description in Classical Arabic Poetry: Wasf, Ekphrasis, and Interarts Theory (Leiden: Brill, 2004).
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more examples of his deployment of this simile.’” The tale comes to a close when Kuthayyir,
hungry, breaks the ankles of the final entrapped gazelle, leading to Majnun’s tears and Kuthayyir’s
subsequent declaration to ‘Abd al-Malik that “and that, by god, is someone with more ‘sAg than
me.” 3® The use of the comparative to describe Majnun’s ‘ishq (a ‘shaq minni) recalls Majnun’s
own usage of it when comparing his poetry to Qays b. Darih’s in Ibn Qutayba’s entry—*I am a
better poet than him” (ash ‘ar minhu)—and here Majnun’s non-normative behavior additionally
amplifies his ‘ishg. Kuthayyir continues this anecdote by stating to ‘Abd al-Malik that Majnun is
“a better poet than him (a@sh ‘ar minni)” and reciting five more poems attributed to Majnun.>’
Together, these early Arabic materials suggest that Majnun not only fits into a masculinity of
suffering poet-lovers, but that his poetry was recognized as exemplary of their mode of heightening
the level of their suffering and devotion through evermore intricate speech.

Majnun’s framing of ‘shq in the first part of Nezami’s Layli and Majnun is likewise
dominated by intricate displays of speech about the suffering he endures as a poet-lover. These
speeches make frequent recourse to bondage vocabulary through references to ropes (rasan),
chains (zanjir), and shackles (band). His descriptions make use of highly defined roles for the lover
and beloved, and Majnun’s flights to the wilderness often serve as moments in which he more fully
articulates his views, such as in the passage I analyze below from his first flight after Layla’s father
has refused Majnun’s father’s request for her in marriage. In a direct appeal to Layla herself,

Majnun utilizes the logic of bondage to state his position as a lover:

I am mad in mind and fzonduct R 55l 4 ale ddl g
why then are there chains upon your collar? pai ) Gl s 5 (00 )§ By

57. Diwan, 98-99.
58. Diwan, 100.
59. Diwan, 101-104.
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Majnun evokes chains and ropes to reimagine the lovers’ roles through bondage imagery.
Although Layla has been more directly bound to her home by her father by this point in the
narrative, Majnun insists that she alone has power and that he is the one who is bound. His own
madness serves as a kind of confirmation for his request for the literal constrains of chains. This
relies on an idiom that positions the beloved as hierarchically superior and that simultaneously
claims power in and through the position of being a suffering lover, which resembles the poet-
lover masculinity articulated by courtly authors such as Ibn Dawtd. Layla’s hair (zolf) is the locus
of her power, and its circularity metonymically confirms his bondage to her. The only way Majnun

claims he can be freed from this bondage is with Layla’s permission and becoming united with the

60. Nezami Ganjavi, Layli and Majnun, ed. by Behrouz Sarvatiyan (Tehran: Mu ‘assaseh-e Entesharat-e Amir
Kabir, 2008), 94-95 / 17 v. 53-58. Zanjani’s edition has the last line read “or bring a foot so that I may kiss it,” which
does not alter the meaning too much. I have relied primarily upon Sarvatiyan’s edition throughout this dissertation,
however I consult Zanjani’s edition at times due to the fact that it claims to be based on an older manuscript at the
University of Tehran dating to h. 718 (Sarvatiyan’s oldest manuscript is from the National Library of Paris and dates
to h. 763), although Zanjani’s edition has the pitfall of only referencing five manuscripts in Tehran, whereas Sarvatiyan
references twelve, eleven of which are cross-referenced from Babayif’s 1965 Moscow edition alongside a manuscript
later discovered in Tabriz. See Nezami Ganjavi, Layli and Majnun, ed. Barat Zanjani (Tehran: Mu ‘assaseh-e Chap va
Entesharat-e Daneshgah-e Tehran, 1990), 29 and 45. My thanks as well to Paul Losensky for help with the complex
image of “Hindu thieves” in this passage.
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one who holds mastery over his being. By evoking Layla as a sign (neshan) of his being, Majnun
encapsulates her as the desired object of his speech, and distance from her allows him to perpetuate
this logic of bondage.

Notably, this inherited courtly idiom positions Layla solely as beloved in ways that do not
allow for recognition of her own suffering. Several times Majnun’s speech articulates power
dynamics intrinsic to the courtly understanding of the lover-beloved relationship through the
employment of sharp dualities in lines that alternate between detailing his role and hers.®! In one
notable example shortly after Layla’s perspective is introduced in the text, Layla hears someone
reciting a poem by Majnun from her date garden. This poem repeatedly construes her role as

gleeful in contrast to Majnun’s suffering:

Majnun is amidst a wave of blood Cui sa 7 9a Olae 43 (s
how is Layla on account of this affair? S ga S Gl 4y U

Majnun is always tearing at his liver 23\ .y
from whom does Layla scrape away the salt? P eh e T u )
28 5 e aS S A

Majnun is pierced by the thorn’s arrow,

while Layla sleeps, I wonder how pleasantly. o i A KGR 45 O sine
G 4iid 50 alaS 4y U

Majnun weeps and cries in a thousand laments,

while Layla contemplates in such cheerfulness. Alaa g )58 4 () i

Majnun is branded and has only pain,
Layla has spring and roses to her name. . .
020 5l d4es () sina
Majnun girds himself with necessity, D)5 s ke A G
Layla has a face that lets loose smiles.
ax Ol yaS () sine
Majnun’s heart cowers from separation WA jhas co% an
why does Layla rest so easily?%?
ooty J3 315 5 O sine
G aJ:\.AJ‘ Caada 4 ‘A:\S

61. In other examples, the text uses Majnun’s direct speech and casts this dichotomy in lines that alternate with
“me” (man) / “you” (tu). See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 166 and 184.
62. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiytan, 119 /23 v. 59-65.
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Majnun’s poem employs a series of images that contrast his brands and pain to Layla’s spring and
roses to repeatedly emphasize how she, as beloved, does not suffer as he does. The fact that he
chafes from his liver, while she displays a salty wit or spiciness conjures up the idea that perhaps
it is she who is pouring salt on his wounds.®* The final line of these harsh contrasts sonically plays
with a certain sense of similarity in difference as he describes himself as cowering (ramide) while
she is calmed (armide), gesturing to the reader something of the construction of such harsh
dualities. Layla’s quiet tears in response to hearing this poem signals how the text provides a
window into the fact that she does not embody the role of powerful, gleeful beloved that Majnun
assigns her.®* Notably, the text as a whole differs from such a stance by at times foregrounding
Layla’s own capacities as a poet-lover and allowing her entrance into the competitive arena of
rhetorical displays of suffering.® Differences such as this indicate that there is a complexity

beyond the register that valorizes the inherited idiom of poet-lover ( ‘ashig) masculinity in the text.

63. Sedgwick repeatedly emphasizes how women are detrimentally affected by relationships in which they do
not participate, such as in the homosocial bonds of male-dominated kinship systems. Though this passage may be
dismissed simply as Majnun acting like a jealous lover, I think it likewise alludes to the fact that his poetic speech,
insofar as it serves as the vehicle for his homosocial bonds with other poet-lovers, harms Layla by rein scribing her
position in the marriage economy. See Sedgwick, Between Men, 25-26.

64. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 119-120.

65. For example, in a letter to Majnun, Layla writes:

Ol Sy pas at
Osimn S5 ) o s sins

5l A 4Bl ()] )
o)L Dl yigiad (e

“I was Layla but now I have become
madder than even a thousand Majnuns

more than that enraptured, black-starred one
I am a thousand times more enraptured!”
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I11. ‘Ishq in Layli and Majnun

In Ganja (modern day Azerbaijan), Nezami completed Layli and Majnun (c. 1192) at a
time when the Abbasid caliphate was in definite decline, the Seljuks had gained control of much
of Anatolia, and small, local dynasties staked their own claims to legitimacy often through the
adoption of new Persian as a language of literary prestige. In this fragmented world, the
Shirvanshahs rose as a dynasty that maintained local rule as a vassal state over what corresponds
largely to modern-day Azerbaijan from the mid-ninth through the early sixteenth centuries.®® This
dynasty traced its lineage to the Sassanid King Bahram Chobin, a lineage that likely contributed
to the preservation of pre-Islamic Iranian lore in the region, and its borders with Georgian and
Armenian dynasties led to a rich overlapping of cultural influences. Nezami’s work reflects
engagement with this wide range of influences as well as the relative autonomy he enjoyed as a
poet who sought patronage from rulers of different dynasties including the Shirvanshahs and
Seljuks, seemingly resentful of courtly life and working in a way that we might describe as
freelancing.

One of the most significant innovations of Nezam1’s works are the lengthy introductions
that offer paratextual commentary on the stories themselves. In a stylized account of why he wrote
Layli and Majnun, Nezam relates that his patron, King Akhistan I of the Shirvanshahs, requested
that he write the story after having seen Nezam1’s prior work Khosrow and Shirin, suggesting that

he turn to “the king of love stories.”®” Nezami disagrees with the King’s assessment, claiming that

Entering a kind of lover’s contest with Majnun, Layla here declares that she is madder (majnin-tar) and more
enraptured (shifiih-tar) than him—indicating not only that her suffering is similar in kind but greater in degree. See
Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 201 / v. 49-50.
66. Willem Floor and Hasan Javadi, The Heavenly Rose Garden: A History of Shirvan and Daghestan
(Washington, DC: Mage Publishers, 2009), 78.
67. This is part of a lengthy exchange wherein King Akhistan I purportedly tells Nezami that “Turk-like speech
is not agreeable to us (turkani sokhan sazda-ye ma nist)” and that those who are born of “high lineage (nasab-e buland)”
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the story is intrinsically depressing, which leads to a conversation with his son on whether or not
he should take up the task. Declaring that the story’s setting is narrow (tang) and that its exposition

might therefore be maimed (/ang), Nezami further explicates his own aesthetic views:

The arena of poetry should be ample 2L t\ D8 GA Ol
so it displays a skill in horsemanship. alad ) @L G

Even though this verse is famous

Y , seia Coat 4 Sl )
it is far from pleasurable exegesis. - > Al

05 5) ot Ll
Poetic speech is pleasure and delight ) B
indeed poetry is justified by these two things a0 g Jalls i 18
o s aile e 32 8 0
and as for mania and binds and chains

naked speech on these things is pitiful.®® i) gab g (_S_"\s.\.& By

Poetic speech (sokhan) according to Nezami is best when it produces pleasure. In contrast, Nezam1
employs religious vocabulary to describe the story of Layla and Majnun as a verse (aya) whose
exegesis (fafsir) is far from being pleasurable. Signaling the story’s weightiness, such religious
terms not only imply respect for the story’s content, but also how its themes may be unusual for
an audience whose expectations were informed by Persian epic poetry of the time. As a
forewarning, Nezami lists the story’s themes—mania, binds, and chains—that he seemingly
laments, yet the characterization of speech on these themes as “naked” draws precisely from the
vocabulary used to describe Majnun and his speech itself. Instead of taking this complaint only at
face value, I suggest that it likewise serves to shift readerly expectations by preparing us for the

weighty themes to come.

should stick to “high speech (sokhan-e boland).” Other than speaking to the Shirvanshah’s local rivalry with the
Seljuks, these comments suggest the privileging of Layli and Majnun due to its genealogical origins and the desire to
connect this small, local dynasty to an Islamic cultural reference point. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun ed. Sarvatiyan,
45.

68. Nezami, Layli and Majnun ed. Sarvatiyan, 45/ 5 v. 51-55.

126



Moreover, Nezam1’s complaint also signals the ways in which his text alters and plays with
the prior Arabic material. Agreeing to write the story, Nezami states that he hopes that it could
turn his patron into a lover (‘ashiq), adding that he inserted into it “a pearl from reason ( ‘agl).”®
This statement undoes the dichotomy between ‘ishg and rationality ( ‘agl) posed by Ibn Qutayba’s
initial depiction of Majnun and suggests how Nezami1’s text reframes his character. Instead of
recreating a battle between Arabic and Persian aesthetics, I suggest that we read Nezami’s
prefatory comments as marking fictionality by placing distance from received source-material and
using this distance as an opportunity to reimagine the story as well as its central theme, ‘ishq.

Majnun enters Nezam1’s text with certain predetermined characteristics: he goes mad, dies
for love, and is associated with being a suffering lover (‘ashiqg) that I explored in the previous
section. Although Nezami’s text preserves such inheritances, its thematization of ‘ishq itself
suggests something new, which, I maintain, foregrounds corporeal transformation as the result of
ishq’s force. This thematization occurs in tandem with the fictionality of Nezam1’s text, which
allows both for direct narratorial commentary on the main action and an open altering of prior

motifs.”® As a metadiegetic commentator, the narrator occasionally speaks directly in the first-

person, drawing attention to both inheritance and active intervention.”! These first-person asides

69. Nezami, Layli and Majnun ed. Sarvatiyan, 47.

70. I draw from Julie Orlemanski’s approach to fictionality that highlights various societies’ engagements with
the fiction-making process by proposing “a hermeneutic conception of fictionality... that assumes its determination
in encountering the record of past thought.” See Julie Orlemanski, “Who Has Fiction? Modernity, Fictionality, and
the Middle Ages,” 147 and introduction.

71. There is no current consensus on the levels of the text’s narratorial discourse, presented in the present tense,
and its story, narrated in the past. Julie Scott Meisami argued that Nezam1’s fictional narrator should generally be
viewed as unreliable, acquiring “the status of another character, providing yet another perspective on the action in the
poem,” while Asghar Seyed-Gohrab asserted that Nezam1’s narrator is “external,” while noting shifts between first
and third person as he states “The narrator uses the first and the third person to narrate his story. The commentator’s
first-person commentaries and monologues give the poem a more direct tenor and dramatic effect, whereas most
events are narrated in the third person. To create more attachment between the reader and specific characters such as
Majnun, the narrator gives him many chances to express his feelings in direct speech. The narrator has full control of
the narrative and directs the reader in whatever direction he wishes.” My view is closer to Meisami’s as I consider the
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typically occur in tandem with explication of the term ‘ishq itself, such as in this passage that

occurs after Layla’s father denies Majnun’s father’s request of marriage between Layla and

Majnun:
‘Ishq that is not ‘ishq of eternity iy gl (Buie 4348 ade
is a plaything of youthful lust. Sl g O gedi da b
For ‘ishq is that which does not decrease 3 );_‘ oS 4S 2l DI

as long as it is, it remains steadfast. N Jgu N RNt
True ‘ishq is not a passing fancy o
if for it eternity is declining. Codlids (5 s s 45 B ()
Majnun, who is the illustrious name of ‘ishg
who is, in full awareness, all of what ‘ishq is LIRS ft' aly 4S ) gina
Guaddie alad il 3
bore ‘ishq all while he was alive ¢ 7

he thrived like a rose by the breeze of ‘ishq. . .
A S L Bl 4g 0

And now that his rose has gone on its journey 15 Sish e i 40 B 052
that dew which remains is rosewater from him—
Gl Al din )y (R 48 (5580

me too from that sweet-scented rosewater Cual Q8 55 aile 4S5 ykad )
sweeten my water in this river.”?

Gmisd Q38 Gl O e
S (R A Sl oS e s

The beginning of this passage shows how the narrator defines ‘ishq in proximity to eternality, and
contrasts it to lust (shahwat), which is associated with youth. This sense of eternality signals some
sense of a divine element to ‘ishg similar to Ahmad Ghazali’s approach of providing the term with
a cosmogonic backstory, although the looseness with which this reference is made may signal Ibn

Sina’s philosophical approach instead of being wholeheartedly mystically inflected.”® The text

narrator as a fictional character that has limited omniscience and that offers metadiegetic commentary. See Julie Scott
Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 178 and Asghar Seyed-
Gohrab, Layli and Majniin: Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in Nezami's Epic Romance, 41.

72. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 96 / 17 v. 88-94.

73. There is likewise no scholarly consensus on to what degree the poem should be considered “mystical.”
Overall, Julie Scott Meisami suggests that Majnun serves as a “negative exemplum” of ethical behavior, while Asghar
Seyed-Gohrab argues that Majnun epitomizes the exemplary behavior of a mystic. Instead of labeling the poem as
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plays with mystical terms such as, in this passage, declaring that Majnun had full awareness
(ma ‘arifa), a kind of knowledge that mystics claim supersedes other types of knowledge, while its
sense of the eternality of ishq likewise gestures to the overarching Neoplatonic currents of the
Persianate world at the time.”* Indeed, repeated associations of ‘ishg with a world of forms—
signaled through references to the world of ‘ishq (‘alam-e ‘ishq)—that lies beyond the temporal
world affirm Neoplatonic undertones.”® Unlike how the prior Arabic material attributed to Majnun
often uses ‘ishg as synonymous with other terms for love, the text here clearly encapsulates its
meaning and indicates that Majnun is exemplary of it. The image of the rose and rosewater likewise
signals a temporal as well as thematic shift—the narrator, though claiming to inherit an aspect of
the eternality of ishg from Majnun, speaks of the sweetening of his “own water,” signaling the
different material or intellectual circumstances of his own time. Instead of reading this narrator as
transparently representing Nezam1’s authorial voice, I suggest that the narrator be understood as a
character internal to the text, further underscoring ‘ishq’s thematization and its textual centrality.
Though Layli and Majnun occasionally employs other terms for love, ‘ishq is by far the

most prominent and is often emphasized repetitively in passages that suggest definitional work

either “mystical” (or “secular,” a more dubious category for the premodern period), I focus on how it speaks of ‘ishg
in ways that do and do not resemble contemporaneous texts that are more overtly written for Sufis and practitioners
of Islamic mysticism. See Mesiami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 162-172 and Seyed-Gohrab, Layli and Majnin,
17-23.

74. For example, Shihab al-Din Yahya Suhrawardi (d. 1191) received and further developed Ibn Sina’s neo-
platonic cosmology and angelology, as well as rejected his more Peripatetic tendency toward Aristotelian definition.
This greatly impacted later philosophical writing in Persianate lands. For careful analysis of how this shift impacts
discourse around the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal) see Fazlur Rahman, “Dream, Imagination and ‘Alam al-
Mithal,” Islamic Studies 3, no. 2 (1964): 167-80.

75. Majnun himself is described as a captive (shahrband) in the world of “ishq (‘alam-i ‘ishq), and the text also
plays with Neoplatonic and/or Sufi dimensions by specifying that happiness in ‘ishqg is found sleep or in the imaginary
(khayal) as well as referencing a school of ‘ishq (madhdhab-i ‘ishq) that in modern scholarship is more often
associated with Sufism. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 68, 169, and 198.
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such as the one cited above.” I attempt to encapsulate the eternal, metaphysical aspect by
characterizing ‘ishq as a force, a force that may have no beginning or end, although this is only a
part of the text’s conceptualization. Despite such Neoplatonic associations, Layli and Majnun
positively associates ‘ishg with embodiment from the beginning of the story onwards. Immediately
after the lovers meet at school—a meeting place that itself marks a shift away from the Arabic
versions—the text comments upon how their subsequent behavior differs from their classmates.
Staging a juxtaposition between these two groups, the text elaborates on how the lovers’ subject

of study ( ishq) differs from that of their classmates ( i/m):

Friends were studying to acquire knowledge oA ale Glua 44 o) b
while they spoke kindly to one another. e Cuas 4 Ll

Friends were creating their speech from language

ATy ol ) A o)L
while they wrote in another language. > > oJR

sy S g ol
Friends were repeating what others had said o
while they spoke only about their own lives. 23S Jlae a5l
2 Jla G 4 (LS
Friends were reading from knowledge’s pages
while they were exhaling a breath in ‘ishgq. L PER (,Js S olb
2 (Gdie 4yl il
Friends sat together in great numbers
hile th bered only th lves.”’
while they numbered only themselves g i led ) ok
S5 Gh ek 4 Gl

Knowlege ( ilm) here consists of learning forms of speech and reading from books, modes which

differ from the lovers’ forms of communication that do not depend on spoken language and instead

76. ‘Ishq is used at the end of the lengthy introduction to Layli o Majniin, as well as seven times in its
concluding section indicating it as a major theme throughout. Other than the passages I have cited here, there is also
an emphatic passage that I analyze in chapter three on the narrator’s deployment of ‘%shg during the lovers’ final
meeting. Havas (passion) is also occasionally a term of use but seems to be relegated to negative connotations, such
as Majnun’s father’s usage of it against him or the narrator’s deployment of it in Majnun’s death. Moreover, even
though Nezami refers to Khosrow and Shirin as a “havas-nama,” there is an entire introductory section dedicated to
ishq. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 74, 265-266, 297 and Khosrow va Shirin, ed. by Behrouz Servatiyan (Tehran:
Mu ‘assaseh-e Entesharat-e Amir Kabir, 2007).

77. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Servatiyan, 79 / 12 v. 77-81.
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consist of recalling internal states (4al) and inner feelings through body language. The text affirms
ishq’s proximity to embodiment by clarifying that lovers primarily communicate through sighs.
Notably, these repeatedly apposed lines never contrast ‘ishq with rationality ( ‘agl) directly, again
signaling the text’s thematic shift away from the inherited Arabic material. Instead, both Layla and
Majnun are set up as lovers who express ‘ishq through their bodies and who learn it by means
other than the knowledge acquired through formal education ( 7/m), means which leave a lingering
eroticism in place.

Layli and Majnun likewise describes ‘ishg with metaphors from natural imagery as well
as from forms of bondage associated with love poetics. These metaphors emphasize the role of
bodies as the means through which ‘ishg finds expression. During the lovers’ time together in
youth just as their affection is revealed, the text describes them by mixing these metaphors in a

way that shows how it is weaving together multiple registers:

Although they were patient such that they tried 2% oS B sl aia S
to clothe that unconcealed, naked ‘shg Qg | 4da b ol
what profit can come from patience in ‘ishq? 3 3 S 1SS Bhe 0

the sun should not be overlaid with cla P
Y il s JS 4y il A

an eye tells secrets with a thousand glances .
how can the secret be hidden with a veil? Jhat o 3ae )l 4 pada
j\)dﬁdﬁ%od#‘)d
And what’s to be done with a ringlet whose curls
. . ; 78 . ) .

are a thousand chains besides being ensnared? pad il a4y il

79 i dn (50 5 43S ja

78. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 81 / 13 v. 14-20.
79. Zanjani has this line as:

g a4t
“what’s to be done with a ringlet whose curls are a thousand chains besides be mad, enamored?” See Nezamt, Layl/i

and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 36 / v. 905.
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‘Ishq here is equated to a series of objects—the sun, an eye, a secret, a ringlet—that create a sense
of it as a kind of amorphous yet tangible thing. The metaphor of a hidden secret is a common trope
employed across languages of medieval Islamic love poetry, most commonly known due to Ibn
Hazm’s (d. 1064) Ring of the Dove (Tawq al-hamama) that some scholars claim contributed to the
rise of courtly love in Europe.®’ Yet the final metaphor shifts from such pleasant, natural imagery
as the narrator compares ‘ishg to a ringlet (zolf), a highly conventional feature of the ideal
beloved’s hair in the Persianate world, which then is comprised of chains that inevitably ensnare
the lover.®! Appealing directly to mania (shifteh), this passage likewise alludes to the medical
understanding of ‘shg as illness and gives way to an idea of the raw power of ‘ishg that
overwhelms and ensnares, for better or worse.

This raw power is often exemplified throughout the text by a personification of ‘ishq as a
subject itself in the repeated anaphora, “ ‘ishg came ( ishg amad).” At times, this usage highlights
the violence that ensues from ‘%shg, such as a line from this same section on the lovers’ love being
revealed that states, “ ishq came and emptied out the dwelling place / taking up the indiscriminate

sword.”®? Such sweeping slaughter foreshadows the lovers’ immediate and eventual demise. And

80. For a discussion of this claim, see Lois A. Giffen, “Ibn Hazm and the Tawq al-Hamama,” in The Legacy of
Muslim Spain, edited by Salma Khadra Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 420-442.

81. Annemarie Schimmel has discussed how this feature accompanies the rhetorical reference point in classical
Persian poetry for the beloved being the “desirable,” light-skinned Turk whose opposite was the “undesirable” Hindu.
See Annemarie Schimmel, “Turk and Hindu: A Poetical Image and Its Application to Historical Fact,” Islam and
Cultural Change in the Middle Ages: 4th Giorgio Levi Della Vida Conference (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1975), 107.

82.
SR Sl Al sde
LIV s 4l

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 80 / 13 v. 9. ‘Ishq is also personified as the sagi (cupbearer):

A rala Al g ol (Bhe
Ay pala s A A ala
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yet, this sense of ‘ishq’s raw power is also appealed to in order to show its capacity to overturn
relational hierarchies, such as a line that quips at the many times Majnun’s father attempts to advise
him (“advice even when it is quite worthwhile / when ‘ishg came what is the place of advice”), or
a line with a slightly altered construction that underscores Layla’s reliance upon ‘ishg against
patriarchal circumstances (“since ‘ishq was mixed up in her soul’s essence / what fear was there
of father or husband.”)®? Not a feeling, ‘ishq’s personification throughout the text frames it as a
kind of force that acts on bodies.

Though this personification may lead to the idea that ‘ishq is wholly external, the last line
quoted in parentheses gestures to interiority, as ‘ishg emanates from Layla’s soul or essence
(gawhar). Instead of locating ‘ishq as external or internal to individuals, the text repeatedly alludes
to its transferability as seen in the previous section with the image of the rose and rosewater. A
significant example of this transferability comes with the introduction of Majnun’s character at the
beginning of the story, as the narrator explicates that he becomes exemplary of ‘ishq through

suckling breastmilk:

In his time under the rule of wet-nursing Sl ASa Ay il 90
he was nourished in the milk of affection L 4y p

with each drop of milk they mixed on his lip

R¥iig al j)naS b
they wrote a sign of devotion on him s A O

Ahgh g pldy 5 A

“‘ishq came and gave the raw wine of the glass / gave a glass to the two raw ones.” Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed.
Sarvatiyan, 78 / 12 v. 82.
83.
Cloediad gu )\)A 4;)\ J.\,}

Cuay sla 43 20 e 052

AR5 4 B 05
AshShas phandn

The latter citation moreover comes after Layla slaps Ibn Salam after her father marries her to him. See Nezami, Layli
and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 88 / 16 v. 7 and 161 /33 v. 112.
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whatever substance that they gave for his food Ay B jlaS gl
they filled his heart with loving kindness 2lg 550 i 33 2

with each blue line they drew upon his face

.J_\.:;S . 45 .
they blew the magic of the heart on him... VIS R a8 d

e 53 o () guad
‘ishq was watering him with both hands } -
making the essence of ‘ishg glow from him 3 A e @l Ay g3 4y lade
A oo QU Ble AR )

Not only does Majnun have multiple wet-nurses that supply him with the traits of devotion (vafa)
and loving kindness (de! diisti-i) that come to define his character, but also he is directly nourished
by a personified %shq. Through milk kinship (rada ‘), Majnun gains the traits that destine him for
exemplarity, transferred from both natural and supernatural actors.®® It is through such relations
that whatever exists of ‘ishg in Majnun’s self is cultivated, emanating from his own body as well.

These factors of ‘ishg’s potency and transferability place Majnun in a curious position of
limited power as its exemplar. In a dense passage that describes Majnun after he has grown up yet
before Layla’s father’s refusal of him, the narrator indicates how Majnun is both empowered and

overpowered by ishq in a series of epithets:

Sultan of the throne of morning risers OV e e odals
Commander of the army of weepers Oy S ol Ay

Concealed one of the path of kindliness G silael 5 s si
Captive of the alley of fair play i - S }M
G OLSh (5 S )
Instrument of the singers of Baghdad .
A buyer mid the merchants of love laments Alary (s o5l
3 (Ol gl
Drummer of the blast of an iron drum

84. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 76-77 /12 v. 34-36 and 43.

85. Rachel Schine has discussed how milk kinship (rada ‘) appears in many medieval Arabic popular epics as
a way of indicating how a hero absorbs specific qualities. It is noteworthy, per her discussion on such scenes as
empowering feminine actors, that Majnun has not only multiple wet nurses (perhaps adding to his femininity) and yet
their significance is placed within the greater significance of a divine actor. See Rachel Schine, “Nourishing the Noble:
Breastfeeding and Hero-Making in Medieval Arabic Popular Literature” in Al- ‘Usir al-Wusta 27 (2019): 178-180.
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Monk of the convent of lamentation oS omial i Juba

Hidden magician and apparent div
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Ironically, these martial metaphors that depict Majnun as commander show how his army of ants
and weepers might not be the most successful in waging war. His power has magical qualities that
the narrator describes with a certain ambivalence—he is both like the fallen angel Hartit who falls
into temptation and teaches illicit magic, and the monk of a convent.®” Both of these senses,
however, indicate that Majnun transfers something of the potency of ‘ishg to others, reinforced
through the metaphor of his being an instrument to Baghdad’s singers, such singers who
historically transmitted Majnun’s story are fictionally alluded to in Layli and Majnun in the
character of Salam Baghdadi who seeks to be an apprentice to Majnun and who brings his poems

from the wilderness back to Baghdad.®® Lacking the typical adornments of sovereignty such as a

86. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 83 / 14 v. 1-8.

87. It is moreover interesting to note these comparisons given the ways in which madness, prophecy, and magic
are recognized as proximate categories in the Qur’an. Riffing on the motif of Moses’ staff transforming into a snake,
Stira al-Dhariyat (Q 51:39 and 52) quotes the accusation made by Pharaoh of Moses of being “a magician or a madman
(sahirun aw majninun)” before gesturing to Muhammad’s similar situation by stating that “similarly, there came not
to those before them any messenger except that they said, ‘a magician or a madman.’” See also G. Vajda, “Harit wa
Martt,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, second edition, edited by P. Bearman et al (consulted online on December 6, 2023)
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 2750

88. Salam Baghdadi seems to be a character of Nezami’s invention as he is not mentioned in the prior Arabic
material. He comes to visit Majnun twice in the desert, the second time just before Majnun’s death which allows him
to bring his final poems to Baghdad. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 288. Hilary Kilpatrick has
discussed the significance of song in the presentation style of the Book of Songs, wherein performance indications
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crown or throne, Majnun nevertheless exudes power over those who, like him, are susceptible to
ishq’s potency.

These factors of ‘ishq’s proximity to embodiment, its power, and its transferability lead me
to my basic approach to ‘ishq as a force that transforms bodies in Layli and Majnun. Rather than
classifying Layli and Majnun’s approach to ‘ishq according to one of the historical discourses of
the time, I suggest that the text’s explicit thematization of it plays with multiple registers in order
to foreground new effects of its power to lead to corporeal transformation. Moreover, different
characters have different perspectives on ‘ishg, and often the play with multiple historical registers
happens through dialogic encounter. Moments of encounter provide a dramatization of debate on
ishq’s meaning, and the narrative itself offers an illustration of the corporeal effects of ‘ishg on
Majnun beyond his speeches that recall a poet-lover masculinity inherited from courtly discourse.
In these encounters, Majnun’s embodied performances of bondage allow for a critique of the
normative kinship structure that undergirds the legend to come more sharply into view.

IV. Bondage and performance

Throughout Layli and Majnun, Majnun not only articulates the ideals of a suffering lover,
but also performs them with his body. It is through this embodied performance that the reader gets
a glimpse of not only his rhetorical suffering, but also the pleasures he experiences while imagining
kinship otherwise. Beyond rhetorical appeals, Majnun’s embodied performance of lifelong
devotion signals a willingness to risk emasculation through actual desire for a woman, a desire

which, as Sedgwick maintains and as the legend itself frequently admits, should be rerouted in

follow the poetic texts. For an overview of musicological scholarship on the Book of Songs, see Hilary Kilpatrick,
Making the Great Book of Songs: Compilation and the author craft in Abii al-Faraj al-Isbahani’s Kitab al-aghant
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003) 11-12.
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favor of solidifying powerful kinship ties.?® At the end of one of his early speeches, Majnun
gestures to how his suffering as a lover has already affected his body by causing it to bend and

twist in odd ways:

My foot like two /ams can be bent Gl ol oY 9 s il
my hand like two yas can be twisted G )_S G 9 s atd

your name can thus be applied to me NRE | e
for it has two lams and two ydas, Layli. 20R s  Te ) Fe
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Your ‘ishg should not be set aside from my heart )
and this secret is not to be revealed. i Aalgd Jo ) ¢ Bde
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With milk this secret came to my body

only with my life will it be taken back.”°
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Like the Arabic characters lam ( J) and ye () that comprise Layla’s name ( <4 ), Majnun’s foot
and hand are bent by his bondage to her. This lettrist appeal shows how Majnun imagines Layla’s
power as literally branding him, and how his appearance as a suffering lover lends him the
feminized characteristics typical of ‘udhri lovers. Moreover, this passage highlights how Majnun
imagines the suffering role of a lover as something that extends until and culminates in death.
Death brings the end of Majnun’s body which was initially given ‘ishg’s power through milk-
kinship—an Islamic practice that sanctions ties beyond blood relation—with various wet nurses.
Once again, Majnun’s perspective on ‘ishq culminates in ideas of suffering and martyrdom similar
to courtly discourse, yet here the rhetoric is taken to a new level by emphasizing embodied

affliction.

89. In systems of obligatory heterosexuality, Sedgwick notes that “to misunderstand the kind of property
women are or the kind of transaction in which alone their value is realizable means, for a man, to endanger his own
position as a subject in the relationship of exchange: to be permanently feminized or objectified in relation to other
men.” This resonates with the fact that Majnun’s family frequently attempts to marry him to other women suitable for
him according to kinship regulations. See Sedgwick, Between Men, 51.

90. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 96 / 17 v. 82-85.
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Majnun’s performances of embodied suffering in the text have larger ramifications for
imagining a different kind of society writ large. His embodiment of suffering not only places him
at odds with associations of masculinity and strength, but also brings forth the problematic ways
that masculine strength undergirds male-dominated kinship structures. A poignant example of this
kind of critique-via-performance occurs after the local nobleman Nawfal befriends Majnun in the
wilderness and offers to help him win Layla back after she has been betrothed to Ibn Salam. The
two new friends subsequently engage in battle with Layla’s family—a classic topos that undergirds
the representation of a kinship system in which women are obtained by force—yet Majnun
wanders about mourning the losses of the opposing side. When someone asks him about this odd

behavior on the battlefield, Majnun explains:
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she is taking life and I am giving.®!
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The force of this critique lies not only in Majnun’s words, but also in the dramatization of his

actions in battle. The idea of winning over the beloved is not only critiqued rhetorically, but also

is dismantled through a performance that stalls the progression of a system that traffics in women,

a system which is most prominently upheld in the text by Layla’s father who subsequently

proclaims to Nawfal that he would rather have his daughter put to death than marry a madman who

will only hurt his family’s honor.”> Majnun’s perspective underscores a certain absurdity built into

91. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 132 /26 v. 53-62.

92.

“If you bring my daughter before you (Nawfal)
You will take my own blessing

I will be content and give thanks
And I will not intervene in your jurisdiction

And if you throw her in a burning fire
In which she would burn for example like wood

Or if you toss her into a well
Or bring a sword down on her corruption

But I will not give her to that demon boy
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this system and points instead to an imagining of a different kind of relationship between lover
and beloved that implies reciprocity (in this passage through the exchange of good scents and
honey) even as his speech gives way to another set of clearly defined roles—the beloved takes life
and the lover gives it, and the force of what is required (shart) is redirected inwards.

Yet Majnun’s performance on the battlefield not only critiques societal structures, but also
inspires others to begin to think otherwise. In response to Majnun’s speech, the questioner cries
while Majnun dances, signaling both how Majnun’s performance seriously affects this questioner
and how, despite an emphasis on pain, Majnun’s suffering carries an attendant pleasure. This
pleasure comes into full view only after Majnun has been questioned, a questioning that shows
how his worldview grates against what is normatively expected. This questioner’s response
indicates that Majnun’s proclaimed suffering, despite its negative effects on Layla, retains the
power to move others especially as his embodied performance forestalls the kinship system and
presents the pleasure of a capacity to imagine things otherwise.

V. Consent and Sacrifice: Reimagining kinship through performance

Two later episodes show how Majnun performs the ideals of a suffering lover by appealing
to and performing bondage as a way of countering the expectation that he overcome actual desire
for a woman in favor of a union that is more beneficial for familial ties. As with the scene on the
battlefield, both of these episodes incorporate dialogue as the means through which Majnun
solidifies his position against these normative kinship expectations and both point to how various

other characters respond to Majnun’s performative critique. Moreover, the dialogic mode of the

A mad one is better off bound in chains.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 138 / v. 42-45 and 48.
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narrative poem allows for the reader to see how Majnun consents to bondage, which is significant
insofar as Majnun’s appeals to bondage do cause him actual pain in the text and make recourse to
a vocabulary of enslavement. Yet unlike enslaved people of premodern Islamic contexts, Majnun’s
consent indicates that his bondage is performative as it heightens his level of commitment to the
ideal of sacrifice on behalf of the beloved. Alongside his ability to consent, the reader gets a
glimpse of Majnun’s laughing and dancing, or, of the pleasures of utilizing sacrifice as a way of
serving as an imagined release from the power dynamics of normative social relations.

Bondage serves as the means through which Majnun rejects his own father’s advice, which
overturns one of the most central relationships in the text, that of father and son.”* Perhaps the
most poignant moment of this occurs when Majnun’s father takes him to the Ka‘ba to cure him of
ishq, an episode that also prominently features bondage imagery in the Diwan and is one of the
main plot points that recurs across different versions of the story. In Layli and Majnun, this episode
occurs after Layla’s father has refused Majnun’s father’s marriage proposal. After consulting his
family, Majnun’s father decides that a visit to the Ka ‘ba might correct his son’s increasingly erratic

behavior, and upon their reaching the Ka‘ba he states:

93. Dick Davis has discussed the centrality of father-son relationships, typically gone wrong, in the Sha@hnama.
A similar tension can be seen throughout Layli and Majnun, as the story begins with Majnun’s father praying
(wrongfully, as the narrator underscores his greed) for a son, as well as in their long, extended dialogue before the
father’s inevitable death. See Dick Davis, Epic and Sedition: The Case of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh (Washington DC:
Mage Publishers, 2006), 6-15 and Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 75-77 and 170-185.
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Majnun’s father offers a perspective on ‘ishq similar to the medical views that I outlined in the
first section, with the caveat being that he appeals to religion as the means through which Majnun
might be cured of %ishg’s calamity. This request introduces the vocabulary of bondage to the
episode through the door knocker (halge) of the Ka‘ba around which Majnun is asked to circle his
hand, the second action likely serving as a metaphor for comprehending what Majnun’s father
perceives as a religious commandment to eschew ‘shq. Instructing Majnun with a series of
commands, Majnun’s father advises his son according to views that were dominant at the time.
Majnun responds to his father’s demands with laughter, as well as his own, alternative
approach. Instead of seeing ‘ishq as a calamity, Majnun employs the vocabulary of bondage to

describe the ways in which %shq nourishes him:

94. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 98 / 18 v. 18-22.
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As in the Diwan, Majnun appeals to the similarity between the intense bond of romantic lovers
and between a worshipping servant ( ‘abd) and the divine, yet here his character clearly articulates
ishq as the word used to describe his loving devotion as well as the thing which has nourished
him. Inverting his father’s command, Majnun likens ‘ishq to the Ka‘ba itself in having its own
need for circling (halge), which he amplifies through the image of an enslaved person’s earring
(halge-ye giish).”® The Ka‘ba is likewise compared to a human beloved, signaled through its
having a ringlet (zolf). These comparisons show how Majnun rejects his father’s approach of
curing ‘ishg by means of religion by repeatedly gesturing to the similarity between the two as

things that bind. The poignance of the moment is further dramatized by being at the Ka‘ba, and

95. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 98 / 18 v. 23-29.

96. My thanks to Franklin Lewis for pointing out the context of this image. For more on slavery and material
culture in early Islam, see Elizabeth Urban, Conquered Populations in Early Islam: Non-Arabs, Slaves and the Sons
of Slave Mothers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020).
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Majnun’s rhetorical likening of ‘ishq to the Ka‘'ba provides an authoritative backdrop for
overturning his father’s view—a view whose curative approach signals the threat of Majnun’s
lifelong devotion to existing kinship structures—through reimagining bondage itself.

Majnun then expands upon his own understanding of ishg in a prayer. Requesting instead
that the divine grant him ‘ishq “at its extremes (be ghayati),” Majnun appeals to sacrifice on behalf

of the beloved as the next logical step of showing his devotion and servitude:
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As before, Majnun explicates that as a lowly, suffering lover it is his duty to give on behalf of his
powerful beloved who is here likened to a sovereign who has control over material goods such as
wine and coinage. Appealing to his own anguish, Majnun again references an enslaved person’s

earring as well as the more shocking image of the beloved drinking his own blood that he maintains

97. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 99 / 18 v. 37-43.
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is halal, signaling her absolute power over him as well as his own yearning for a kind of suffering
that gives way to sacrifice. Such acts entail using his body according to his own understanding of
ishq, which he requests to only be multiplied. Although these appeals clearly gesture towards
Majnun’s victimhood, Majnun nevertheless maintains power through regaining rhetorical control
of the definition of %shq. Majnun rejects his father’s curative view—who subsequently proclaims
that Majnun is “a chain that has burst its bonds” (selseleh-e ke band begosast)—and it is through
religious metaphors that Majnun articulates the meaning of his own actions and desires. Sacrifice,
here coded as a kind of heightened version of willing submission (is/am), serves as the sanctified
means through which Majnun overturns both the authority of his father and of curative approaches
to ‘ishgq itself.

In the second episode that I analyze, Majnun’s ability to consent to a different kind of
bondage is further placed on display. This episode begins with Majnun coming across an old
woman who parades a poor man about in chains as a way for them both to make money. Much
later in the text than the Ka'ba episode, Majnun has by now begun more frequent flights to the
wilderness after Nawfal’s attempts to win Layla in battle have failed. Notably, this episode is
preceded by two episodes wherein Majnun frees animals from their traps to the chagrin of hunters,
which facilitates readerly identification of Majnun with prey as he offers himself as a substitute

for the man in chains to the old woman:
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More than a rhetorical appeal, Majnun sees the old woman’s material ropes and chains as an
opportunity for embodying the suffering required of a lover according to his views. Through a
series of reversals, Majnun’s speech encapsulates how this for him is an ennobling act as he claims,
in the first-person plural, to be deserving of such shackles.”” Embedded within what may look
disgraceful Majnun rhetorically claims grandeur, a grandeur that is amplified by his refusal to
accept his portion of their earnings. This request likewise highlights reversals in typical social
hierarchies, as Majnun, a wealthy, young man, desires to be bound by an old, poor woman, all
factors which amplify the degree to which Majnun performs submission.

The text subsequently reveals how the act of binding is pleasurable for Majnun, even if it

is not witnessed as such by all:

98. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 153 /32 v. 19-23.
99. Mustmand generally means “poor, empty handed.” I translate it as “bizarre” here both for literary effect,
and it bring out the image of Majnun calling attention to the fact that he is visibly mad and “in need of” chains.
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When the old woman saw such prey as this
she became happy at this accounting

and took her hand from that friend quickly
and tied the shackle and the rope on Majnun.

She caressed him in tying him up
as she looped the rope around his neck

clasping it, and by the shackles freeing him
and then she drove him from place to place.

In every place that they reached men saw
some cried looking at him, others guffawed —

the person who was oblivious laughed
the person who was intelligent cried.

Majnun consented to being wounded
with chain on foot and a fetter on neck

When he was reaching the door of a tent
he was bringing out a drunken lament and

he was saying “Layla,” falling down on rocks
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and while falling on rocks, he was dancing.!%
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The old woman sees Majnun as prey, yet the narrator indicates Majnun’s own satisfaction in being
shackled—the old woman “caressed” (navakht) him with the physical touch of the chains, and
these shackles set him free. Despite any pain of the chains and of falling on rocks, Majnun’s
dancing signals the attendant pleasure of his state. As with his laughter at his father, this dancing
occurs precisely at the moment when there is a temporary shift in normative roles. Unlike, say, the
normative expectation to win the beloved in battle with Nawfal, Majnun here actively consents to

a passive position, a position which replays over and over the moment of separation. This

100. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 153 / 32 v. 24-32.
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positionality leads to pleasure, here in the form of dancing, as Majnun is briefly removed from the
pressures of linear time.!! Majnun temporarily alters societal pressures to “grow up” and be
otherwise, and experiences pleasure and temporary contentment (7iza) in this performance of
embodied critique. Given the kinship constraints that led to the lovers’ separation, Majnun’s
temporary pleasure moreover alludes to the promise of a society structured otherwise. The
reference to two different groups of onlookers moreover shows how the text pauses and attempts
to guide the reader into one response over another. While underscoring a kind of absurdity to
Majnun’s appearance, the text urges a sympathetic response through highlighting those who cried
in response to this sight as intelligent ( ‘d@gqil). This response indicates some kind of deeper
consideration of Majnun’s performance, similar to the questioner’s response on the battlefield, and
it alludes to how the stalling of Majnun’s performative acts might cause others to question what is
typically a given, or, the normative kinship regulations that prevented the lovers’ union in the first
place.

Still bound, Majnun and the old woman approach Layla’s homeland, a place which inspires
a long soliloquy from Majnun about his suffering. This location allows Majnun to perform his
embodied bondage in a way that manifests dedication to his ideals before the beloved, and there
Majnun expounds on sacrifice and martyrdom as the ultimate and proper manifestation of his

ideals. Addressing Layla, he states:

101. I draw loosely from Elizabeth Freeman’s discussion of the body in sadomasochistic ritual as a means of
invoking history. Though the kinds of pasts that Freeman discusses differ from that which is invoked in Layli and
Majnun, her discussion of sadomasochism as a set of practices that “self-consciously manipulates time” especially in
it terms of a “future anterior” to imagine what “will have been” has helped me think through the pleasure that ensues
from Majnun’s bondage. See Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, 137-143.
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Majnun not only speaks of bondage here, but also performs it by drawing a harsh contrast between
his embodied state of being in chains and the strength one displays in battle. This contrast
references back to the episode a few scenes prior wherein Majnun accompanied Nawfal in a battle
after the latter convinced him to try and win Layla back from her tribe in such a manner. Consent
undergirds this performance of bondage, which Majnun affirms by referencing an Islamic
understanding of Ishmael’s consent to being sacrificed in the Abraham parable. Like Ishmael,

Majnun indicates his willingness to use his body by whatever means necessary.'® Sacrifice gives

102. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 154-155 / v. 40-42 and 51-56.

103. As noted in the introduction, in the Qur’an (37: 102), unlike in Genesis 22, Abraham has a conversation
with his (unnamed) son about the impending sacrifice after receiving foreknowledge of the event in a dream. This has
led many commentators to identify this son with Ishmael. This verses repetition of Isma‘ili (Ishmael) both emphasizes
this understanding of the sacrificial event as normative, and portrays the sect of Shia Islam known as Isma‘ilis as non-
normative, as noted by Behrouz Sarvatiyan. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 415.

149



way to martyrdom, which affirms Majnun’s desire to embody his ideals of suffering on behalf of
the beloved even in death. Notably, even though Majnun claims to be commanded by Layla, in
this passage he commands her on how to act, once again showing how his ideals require a certain
behavior from her as well as how he maintains power rhetorically.

This episode concludes with an external attestation to Majnun’s position of power as he
tears off the chains and flees back to the Najd wilderness, a shocking conclusion that the text

processes through a few different perspectives:
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Majnun’s ripping of the chains not only highlights the performative quality of his self-debasing,

but also signals the metamorphosis of his character. Instead of living within societal constraints of

104. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 155/ 32 v. 61-68.
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a kinship system that does not permit his lifelong desire for Layla, Majnun flees to the wilderness
wherein his desire for a different kind of world will be recast amongst the animals. With this
metamorphosis, the narrative takes time to comment on a variety of reactions—Majnun’s people
stand in awe as they marvel at the wondrous and unseen (nadidani) whereas his mother and father
succumb to a state of more permanent hopelessness for their son who is now beyond the pail of
living within their society. The marveling of the general “people” holds out the potential for the
reader that there is something yet to learn from Majnun even as his behavior eschews parental
concerns, which, as we have seen, are informed by a very different understanding of ‘ishq than his
own. This group’s perspective—Ilike the perspective of the witness on the battlefield and the group
of people who deeply consider Majnun’s performance of bondage to the old woman—shows how
the text intends for the reader to likewise pause after Majnun’s odd performances and wonder,
what has caused this? And what if things were otherwise?
VI. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how Majnun enacts bondage as a way of performing a
heightened level of commitment to his ideals. As an inherited figure, Majnun’s initial perspective
in Layli and Majnun redeploys the gendered dimensions of courtly approaches to love that ascribe
highly differentiated roles to a suffering poet-lover and his beloved in his speeches in the first half
of the work. Yet simultaneously, Layli and Majnun incorporates various historical discourses on
ishq and foregrounds a novel approach to ‘ishq’s power to lead to corporeal transformation by
juxtaposing philosophically inclined meanings with erotic and worldly undertones. The textual
focus on ‘ishq’s capacity to lead to corporeal transformation undergirds the recasting of Majnun’s

character whose embodied performances critique normative kinship relations in a way that goes
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beyond the inherited, rhetorical idiom of a poet-lover masculinity that focuses on suffering.
Laughing and dancing, Majnun evades his father’s and his society’s expectations that he assimilate
to the marriage economy, and instead he enacts embodied forms of bondage that allow for a pause
in the expectation for him to “grow up” and be otherwise. Moreover, during these pauses, the text
repeatedly gestures to textual onlookers that are moved by Majnun’s performances and that gesture
to the radical potentiality of a society construed otherwise.

As a force that transforms bodies, ‘ishg continuously transforms Majnun himself as he
slides further and further into madness. Ripping the chains, Majnun’s escape from the old woman’s
bondage is mirrored, textually, by his more permanently relocation to the Najd wilderness to
pursue a life amongst the animals—a move the text explores by describing Majnun as wild (wahsh)
and as a loosened rope (rasan-e gosasteh). Outside society, Majnun breaks with bondage
vocabulary as the primary way of describing ‘%shq, and instead begins to redefine ‘ishg as a
substance that lies beyond dualities. This new perspective resonates with contemporary Persianate
mystical discourse, and in the next chapter I analyze how Layli and Majnun plays with
transcendental meanings of ‘ishg only to come back to an emphasis on its significance in the
material world. Alongside his animal companions, Majnun creates a society that reimagines
kinship relations, yet which marks him as definitively cut-off from human interaction. His self-
enacted suffering continues to the point of death, a moment which looms behind the appeals to
martyrdom seen in this chapter and which I explore in the next by analyzing what happens to

Majnun as his bonds to society loosen and, eventually, snap.
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Chapter 3: Tales of Majnun: Asceticism and animality

About halfway into Layli and Majnun, Majnun relocates permanently to the wilderness of
the Najd as the text informs the reader that day became night, night became day.! Having recently
lost his father and received news of Layla’s marriage, Majnun finds a home in his own being wild

(wahsh) like the beasts who live there:
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From this point onwards, Majnun exists in a liminal state of between being wild (wahsh) like the
beasts and an ambiguously gendered human, signaled in this passage by a series of references to

the famous female mystic Rabi‘a and to an archetypal pre-Islamic poet who sings the prelude

S5 AL e 53R a
SI504 ™ (4S9
He was carrying from his heart aglow
a day into night and a night to day

Following Majnun’s perspective, this indicates a shift from normal perception of time, which is so often appealed to
through the natural landscape at the beginning of episodes. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 186 / 40
v. 71.

2. Nezami, ed. Sarvatiyan, Layli and Majnun, 188 / 40 v. 13-17.
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(nastb) of a poem on lost love.? Unlike the appeals to and performances of bondage that I analyzed
in the last chapter, Majnun himself is now depicted as a “having broken the bonds,” freed from
societal customs. The shift in Majnun’s physical relocation coincides with a shift in his own
perspective as he no longer critiques his society from the edge through his poetry, but instead
creates an alternative society amongst the beasts. In this chapter, I analyze Majnun’s deepened
stage of madness alongside his relationships with the animals, arguing that the illustration of this
society represents the utopic, if fleeting, potential of a release from the dichotomous categories of
human/animal, man/woman that coincides with Majnun’s own revised perspective on ‘ishq as an
underlying substance that unites all beings. As with the relations with animals that I described in
chapter one, this utopic potential is circumscribed within a greater hostile world, and the textual
conflict between the two raises questions about how to define unity itself.

Majnun’s perspective from this point in the narrative onwards is based on a kind of radical
undoing of the difference between the self and the other, a perspective which resembles medieval
Sufi ontological approaches to ‘ishg as well as resonates with posthumanist approaches to

animals.* Scholars such as Susan McHugh and Jeffrey Jerome Cohen have thought alongside

3.Rabi‘a(d. 801) is generally regarded as the most famous Sufi woman. She is known for her absolute devotion

to the deity related in intimate and unaffected dialogues. The earliest and lengthiest account of her life was recorded
by “Attar (d. 1230) in the Tazkirat al-*Awliya (Memorial of the Saints). See Michael Sells and Paul Losensky, “Rabi ‘a:
Her Words and Life in “Attar’s Memorial of the Friends of God,” in Early Islamic Mysticism (New York: Paulist
Press, 1996), 151-154.
Jaroslav Stetkevych has likened the classical Arabic gasidah (ode) to a sonata, where “in its own return to the tonic
key, the structure of the nasib requires that the mood of reverie be followed by an abrupt awakening to the true present
of sorrow, and the indulgence in the illusion of a regained past be halted.” This passage doubly locates Majnun in this
early poetic tradition by also appealing to the Najd region, which Stetkevych has analyzed as the mythopoetic home
of “Bedouin” identity that nostalgically recalls a pre-Islamic past. See Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd, 25 and 117-
122.

4. Largely stemming from Jacques Derrida’s lucid speculation on religious and philosophical mandates that
separate humans from “the animal” sparked by his critique of logocentrism, animal studies today insists upon animals
as active interlocutors rather than non-responders. See Jacques Derrida, The Beast & the Sovereign, 2 vols, as well as
discussions of animality in chapter one.
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posthumanist insights in their readings of premodern texts by insisting on the non-figural presence
of animals in many of our cultural narratives in ways that shape how we have come to think of
ourselves as human.’ In Majnun’s case, not only is he not properly “human,” but also he is not
properly “man,” with both his feminization and his animality underscoring his position of living,
quite literally, outside societal norms. In this state, Majnun gives many speeches that offer an
approach to ‘ishq that insists that true lovers are not two, but are, ontologically, one. Many scholars
who read the text with an eye towards mysticism see this language of symbols and esoteric
knowledge surrounding Majnun as proof of the text’s mystical intent.®* While I think the text plays
with this register through Majnun’s perspective, the depiction of the animals’ protective function
and of Majnun’s emaciating body suggests that it is not the only or most dominant idiom. In other
words, the animals’ actions underscore ability to Majnun’s ascetically withdraw from society and
it is due to their protection that any utopic societal vision can occur. Throughout this chapter, I
show how the animals offer better forms of care for Majnun than the kinship structure he left

behind, and as an army they protect their ascetic sovereign until his death.” I argue that the animals’

5. Cohen’s remarks on animals offering “possible bodies” for medieval authors to dream “alternate and even
inhuman worlds” is particularly relevant to the depiction Majnun’s animal kingdom, while McHugh’s formulation of
nonrepresentational ways of reading literary animals informs my approach to the animals’ non-figural presence. See
Cohen, “Inventing with Animals in the Middle Ages,” 40 and Susan McHugh, “Literary Animal Agents,” in PMLA
Vol. 124, No. 2 (2009): 489.

6. Dick Davis has suggested that this tendency towards narratorial intervention signals the mystical undertones
of the work, with the conclusion clearly indicating the ways in which Majnun’s beloved melts into being the divine.
While Davis distances his reading from Seyed-Gohrab’s claim that the poem is definitively Sufi in orientation, he
neither engages with Julie Scott Meisami’s ethical readings of love’s work in Nezami nor offers another alternative.
Instead, because there are no “real” love scenes (i.e. sexual), Davis returns to saying that the love of Layla and Majnun
should be interpreted in a spiritual, mystical fashion. See Davis, Layli and Majnun, xxx-xxxv and Seyed-Gohrab, Layli
and Majniin, 63-65.

7. Sarah Pierce Taylor has discussed the repurposing of the language of political sovereignty to describe ascetic
self-sovereignty in the Digambara Jain context. The notion of ascetic self-sovereignty is relevant to Majnun’s case
insofar as the inherited language of epic kingship (stemming from the Shahnama) is the idiom through which Majnun
establishes a kingdom amongst the animals, and which underscores the power he claims over his body through ascetic
praxis. See Sarah Pierce Taylor, “The King Never Dies: Royal Renunciation and the Fiction of Jain Sovereignty,” in
Religions 12 (2021): 14-15.
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protective function underscores Majnun’s ascetic break from society, which reveals how the text
puts forth a vision of unity through embodied relationships that differs from Majnun’s focus on
ontological unification.

Thinking with the valences on ‘ishg I have explored in the previous chapters, I suggest that
Nezami’s text is wrestling not only with philosophical and mystical resonances of ‘ishq at the time,
but also with depicting a medical madness in Majnun that keeps getting worse. Instead of
wholeheartedly endorsing Majnun’s perspective as the only or ultimate view on ‘ishgq, a narratorial
voice persistently intervenes throughout the last half of the text in homilies and tales (hikayat) that
place on display a discomfort with Majnun’s actions in his deepened stage of madness, actions
which include severe bodily disfigurement. The tale in medieval Islamic literature typically offers
a moral lesson by way of a sub-narrative that often involves animal speakers or supernatural
events.® I analyze a tale and a homily in Layli and Majnun that comment upon Majnun’s actions
by introducing another dialogic level of interpretation. The text explores Majnun’s unraveling as
an opportunity for reflection on the importance of accepting mortality even as it raises critiques
about Majnun’s ascetic lifestyle. Reading such narratorial asides alongside the depiction of
Majnun’s death, I suggest that the text critiques an ontological view on ‘ishg that gives way to
solitary ascetic praxis, insisting that unity in ‘shg is instead obtained through embodied
relationships, which leads to a way of being in the world that engages its social and material
dimensions.

I. Majnun the ascetic

8. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s (d. 759) Kalila wa Dimna, the Arabic translation of a Middle Persian version based
primarily on tales of the Panchatantra, set the standard for medieval Islamic authors to use animals to explore themes
of friendship, eloquence, generosity, and cooperation. For Kalila wa Dimna’s vast and multilayered reception history,
see Robert Irwin, “The Arabic Beast Fable,” in Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Vol. 55 (1992): 36-
50.
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The shift in Majnun’s way of articulating ‘ishq coincides with the intensification of his
ascetic practices, and after key plot points such as the death of his father and Layla’s marriage to
Ibn Salam. The text compares Majnun to early ascetics such as Rabi‘a, yet Majnun’s vocabulary
around oneness and unity suggests some intertextual reference with ontological understandings of
ishq circulating in the Persianate world at the time.” As Majnun becomes increasingly mad, his
character further articulates how an ontological approach to ‘ishg gives rise to liberatory potential
even as it requires an ascetic withdrawal from sexuality, which was not a dominant strain in later
Sufi praxis.!? In this section, I thus look to how Majnun’s revised perspective coincides with his
intensified asceticism and how it colludes with mystical approaches to ‘ishq, approaches which
aim to overcome the mundane, erotic connotations of the term and which give rise to utopian
societal visions.

The text builds a climactic moment around the death of Majnun’s father for an extended
four episodes, a plot point which offers a window into how Majnun’s madness intensifies in the
latter half of the work. Unlike Majnun’s performances of bondage and the mad super-strength he
retains in the first half of the text, in the latter half Majnun’s body weakens. When Majnun’s father
seeks out his son in the wilderness to inform him of his own worsening health, the text pauses on

the father’s odd vision of his son:

9. Alexander Knysh’s historical periodization provides a helpful framework for considering Sufism’s shifting
emphases: early pietistic movements after the arrival of Islam, the consolidation of apologetic and hagiographic
literature about Sufis and Sufism in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the growth of literary and philosophical works
that speculate about Sufism in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and the rise of Sufi orders (tarigat) thereafter.
Though Layli and Majnun falls into the third phase, its play with earlier figures shows how it is engaged with its own
process of filtering diverse ascetic and mystical traditions. See Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 5-8.

10. Thinking with Knysh’s periodization, there seems to be a focus on ascetic praxis in the earliest periods with
figures such as Hasan al-Basr1 (d. 728) and Rabi‘a in Basra, as well as with Ibn Karram’s (d. 869) preaching movement
stemming from Khorasan. However, with the systematization of Sufism in the tenth century, ascetic practice was only
one option amongst many for adhering to intensified piety. See Knysh, 36-42 and 83-115.
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The text dwells on how Majnun’s father nearly almost cannot recognize his son—he sees him like
an animal, one who is more straying than dogs and like a curled up snake. His body is depleted to
the point of near death, and he appears like skin on bones in a small loincloth. Notably, the text
appeals to the boiling of the interior of Majnun’s body—an appeal which gestures to the
background medical view of ‘ishq as a disease that leads to the boiling of humors and an excess

of black bile—that results in his loss of consciousness. To his father, Majnun appears like a

11. My thanks to Paul Losensky for help with this challenging line. Zanjani has this line as:
A Db dda 5

This would read, “A disposition that was bound to the imaginary,” which could make the metaphor of the line—that
Majnun is no longer in this world but in the world of the imaginary (khayyal) more apparent. Neither Babayif nor
Sarvatiyan lists this as options. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 92 / v. 2321 and Nezami, Layli and
Majnun, ed. Babayif, 288 / v. 22.

12. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 171 /36 v. 20-27.
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writhing snake on the ground and this passage overall signals the physical ways in which Majnun’s
body has been altered by ‘ishq.

The subsequent exchange between father and son then opens out onto an examination of
Majnun’s loss of memory, which accompanies the shift that is occurring in his perspective on
ishq. Majnun stands back in fear as he does not recognize his father, and the text once again
reveals an empathetic concern with the actual madness he may be experiencing by declaring, “the
person who has forgotten himself / how can he expect to recall others?”’!* This concern, however,
is not shared by Majnun’s father who tells his son to be like a man and to stop acting like a dog,

div, or ghiil, which shows how Majnun’s father views animality negatively in describing his son’s

13.
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Majnun, when he opened his eyes again,
he saw someone, a companion of his.

He looked upon the face of the father
he did not recognize him and drew back—

the person who has forgotten himself
how can he expect to recall others?

“Who are you and what do you want from me?
Am I somehow obliged to you?”” he said.

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 171 /36 v. 30-33.
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loss of rationality.'* Their conversation is dramatized as Majnun’s father continues to seek his
son’s support in the moment of his death, recalling how the text positions Majnun’s father from
the beginning as overly desirous of an heir (b7 khalafi).'> Majnun, however, does not understand

this concern as his character eventually declares that ‘ishg has taken his memory:
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The dog has a home and you do not
you are one of mankind, there is no question about it.

If you are one of mankind, be a man
and if you are a div, be like a div dead.

A ghuil whose home is briefly on the earth
appears with difficulty as a human,

you are not one of mankind with honor
why do you companion with a ghil?

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 174 /36 v. 76-79.
15.
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However much like a famous caliph,
with no heir he was like a dim candle

needier than a pearl shell for a son
like how a tall husk wishes for a seed.
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Majnun here appeals to how ‘ishq has made him forget seeds and forget the material world itself,
which is quite unlike Layla’s usage of seeds as a metaphor for the world’s material resources that
I will explore in the next chapter. The emphasis on forgetting food reminds the reader that ‘ishq’s
maddening potential leads to emaciation and has the mental effect of memory loss. The fact that
Majnun forgets his father’s name carries both literal and metaphorical connotations as Majnun has,

just prior, failed to recognize his father and has by now forsaken his role of upholding his father’s

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 75/ 12 v. 8-9. I read this textual tone as likewise critiquing a kind of
hereditary form of kinship, which seems to resonate with Majnun’s performances of a different kind of bondage that
I analyze in chapter two.

16. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 177 /37 v. 13-21.
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honor as his progeny. Majnun’s subsequent emphasis on forgetting his own name leads to
confusion of the self and other in the lover-beloved relationship, which resonates with how mystics
such as Ahmad Ghazali interpret ontological unity to be the ultimate end of love poetics.!”
Moreover, this line sonically affirms the presence of a speaking voice in the first-person—there is
an internal repetition of the first-person singular, Persian suffix “-am,” dar khiid ghalatam ke man
che namam / ma ‘shiigam ‘asheqam kodamam—even as difference is undone. This recalls the early
mystic Hallaj’s use of the first-person in his famous saying “I am the truth,” which led to his
execution and which underscores the later Persianate view of ‘%shq that I explored in the last
chapter. The text further plays with ontological vocabulary in the last line as Majnun declares that
his existence (wujiid), not only his memory, has been taken. Although his character continues to
emphasize bondage at times, this emphasis on loss of selthood marks a deepened stage of his

madness.

17. Consider, for example, Ghazali’s commentary on Hallaj’s poetry: ] . ) )
Ul s 8l a3 sl a Ul
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“I am the one I love, the one I love is me
we are two souls, incarnate in one body

when you see me, you see him
and when you see Him, you see us.

This verse is a sign of this same meaning, but the second hemistich “we are two souls, incarnate in one body,” fell far
from the meaning as it has stepped from oneness towards duplicity. The first hemistich is closer to the meaning.” The
commentary here intends to reinforce the idea of oneness—even Hallaj’s line that evokes the idea of incarnation
(hulul) is too mired by duplicity. The commentator instead suggests that Hallaj did not go far enough in affirming
unity and thereby places poetry that leaves ambiguous its love-object into a hermeneutic that affirms the existence of
only one, ultimate, love-object. Ghazali, Savanih, 7.
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Majnun’s actions from the establishment of his animal kingdom onwards show a collusion
with this ontological understanding of unity in ‘ishq. Having effaced his human beloved, Majnun
conceptualizes union as already always present, which sets the backdrop for his view of his
relationship with other others, such as the animals. This can be seen in a later encounter that
Majnun has with his uncle, which likewise leads to a misrecognition scene and then Majnun’s

uncle, Salim, then asks why Majnun is no longer eating, to which Majnun replies:
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Majnun here appeals to the vocabulary of feeding and nurturing only to assert that he no longer
has a need (mustaghni) for food. His choice to not eat signals his higher, more enriched state of

willing detachment that is beyond nourishment itself. Through his speech, Majnun proceeds to

18. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 216-217 / 46 v. 33-40.
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reimagine the literal process of nourishment by articulating his dependence on the animals and
displacing his own need for food onto them.!® According to Majnun, the animals’ chewing actually
feeds him, giving evidence of an ontological view that underscores Majnun’s ascetic practice that
is similar to those of the Persianate world at the time. The emphasis on unity of all beings
complements the speeches where Majnun declares a loss of selfthood by bringing forth a complete
breakdown of boundaries between the self and the other.

Majnun’s revised perspective likewise gives way to an ascetic renunciation of any physical
need for Layla herself. Alongside the textual exploration of Majnun’s life amongst animals, the
text in the latter half of the work includes an epistolary exchange that offers a fuller representation
of Layla’s perspective. Majnun, in his letters, expounds upon his own perspective on ‘ishg, which
fluctuates—as a mad person’s perspective might—between the vocabulary of bondage that I
explored in the last chapter and a new emphasis on utter loss of self and of desire for anything but

ishq itself: 2°

19. Nourishment is likewise a key theme in Ghazalt’s approach to ‘ishg:
Oma ) Gadina Bl 50 Adle | dlea ) )l o V. Glle i 4l 0 Y il 2l 85 0 )5 3 A Gua JlS
Cons )l Sl U 5 Casalae (5 pu ) 5 2) 03 250 B Blle @l 5 3de 43 004
poa Y s dlea 5 oma 310 saae G ) adan) g (3 sdinne 4S Canl 5303 55 (3 sdinae ) (§ siline (g Ble 3 A Gy
S G ey Sl 5 paS Gl (gl r s Sl Fa A (A 5358 1)) B pdiae Bile
“The beloved cannot know the perfection of his beauty except for in the mirror of the lover’s ( ‘ashiq) ‘ishq. Certainly,
in this way a lover knows divine beauty (jamal), and the beloved, from its own beauty in the mirror of ‘ishq and the
effort of the lover, can take nourishment. This is a great thing and the key to many secrets. So, the lover himself is
closer to the beloved due to the beloved’s beauty such that the beloved can take nourishment through the lover from
his own divine beauty. Certainly, the lover is more of himself due to the selfness of the beloved and it is for this reason

that he becomes jealous from his glance.” See Ghazali, Savanih, 29.

20. The letter opens with harsh contrasts between self and other, as well as usage of bondage vocabulary such

b a8 (B 50 (e
D Salsaal o

as:

“I carry a load in the path of servitude
You keep the pillar of nobility.”
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This passage opens with an indication of Majnun’s metamorphosis as he declares to be more
distraught (shurideh-tar) and madder (majniin-tar), and emphasizes that all of what he has said up
to this point is a tall tale (afsaneh). Through words to Layla, Majnun transforms his desires as a

jealous lover into something else—contentment with tales (hikayat) and ‘ishq itself—which

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 209-210 /45 v. 27.
21. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 213 /45 v. 88-85 and 103-111.
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likewise leads to his renunciation of her physical face.?? Unlike the erotic connotation of ‘ishq that
is temporary, Majnun declares that ‘%shq is steadfast (ostovar) in him and doubles down on
religious vocabulary by insinuating that physical ‘ishg is idolatry (shirk) in light of the one, true
ishq. Moreover, this passage shows how Majnun’s perspective resembles mystical understandings
of ‘ishq in the early medieval Persianate world as he declares himself a part of ‘ishq’s religion
(mazhab-e ‘ishq), which was a term that resonates with Jalal al-Din Rim1’s usage and with a

mystically inclined approach that was taking off in Persian poetics.?®

22. Ghazali likewise affirms that physical love is inferior:

L_\;AUJJJJ‘):\.\J\mmudf)g\uu\aie_\‘)bla.\‘e&}@m&\J\)C\JJ\JJ\)Jé&u;\au\).\\d.&cog)\q
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“The court of ‘ishq is the courtyard of the soul for in pre-eternity souls were stamped with the stamp of “Am I not your
Lord?” There, the curtain is drawn, and if the drapes are transparent, He too shines from inside the veil.

And here is the great secret: that ‘ishg comes from inside to outside, while ‘ishg of creation goes from outside to
inside. Yet it is known how far it can go, for it’s ending point is the membrane that encloses the heart (shagaf)... If
all of the veils are drawn, the carnal soul (nafs) also comes to ‘ishg’s work, but it takes a lifetime before the carnal
soul comes to the path of %shqg. The powers of the world, creation, lust, desires are in the outermost drapes of the
heart; it is rare that it ( ishq of creation) reaches the heart, and it itself never can.” Ghazalt here references two different
Qur’anic narratives to explicate the differences between divine and human love. The first recalls an account of the day
of resurrection where all souls respond in affirmation to the divine question, “Am I not your Lord?”—a statement that
in this passage brings them into enlightened unity with the divine in the pre-eternal realm of ‘ishg (Q 7:172). The
second references the Qur’anic story of Zulaykha whose passionate love for the prophet Yusuf goes into the outer
membrane (shagaf) of her heart. (Q 12:30). Using spatial terms, divine love is described as moving from inside to
outside as opposed to human love, which can only move into the outermost part of the heart. Notably, the text waffles
with whether or not the carnal soul (nafs) can be put to work for the higher, divine love, yet ultimately describes that
human love is encumbered by its directional movement. See Ghazali, Savanih, 34.

23. Omid Safi has discussed key tenets and thinkers who fall broadly within the mazhab-e ‘ishg, including
Ahmad Ghazalt, Riimi, and ‘Attar. Although this is not a formal “sect,” Safi discusses how such thinkers provide
similar views on interpreting the earliest Islamic sources as a mingling of divine love amidst the human realm.
Nezam1’s text plays with similar vocabulary, yet it does not offer a cosmogonic backstory like those I explored in
chapter two. See Omid Safi, Radical Love (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), Xix-xxxvi.
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Further dialogic interactions in the latter half of the text give evidence to Majnun’s revised

perspective as he increasingly articulates his utter loss of selfhood. Towards the end of the

narrative, several fellow poet-lovers come to visit Majnun in the wilderness. Salam Baghdadi, a

poet-lover whose nisba (the part of his name that connects him to his birthplace of Baghdad)

reveals his role as the transmitter who brings Majnun’s poems from the wilderness to the Abbasid

capital Baghdad, is one such poet-lover who seeks to be Majnun’s apprentice.?* Majnun refuses,

claiming to be incapable of such a form of socialization due to the fact that ishq has burnt away

his entire existence:

He said, “Why do you assume that I’m drunk?
Or an enraptured one, worshipping lust?

I’'m the king of kings of ‘ishq in its grandeur
I suffer no shame from my lower soul.

From the lust of such earthly pretexts
I am guiltless by my pure ablutions.

e | o () i3
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24. Having come from Baghdad, Salam declares to Majnun:

“and from now on I will kiss your foot’s dust
I will not take my neck from your command

I will not bring forth a breath without yours
I count breaths in your service evermore

and every poem that you compose
I will commit it to my memory.”

Sl S 5 e G ()
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This resembles the kind of homosocial bonding between male poet-lovers that I examined in the last chapter, and
here the competitiveness of that bond is refracted as submission to mastery. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed.

Sarvatiyan, 237 / 51 v. 29-31.
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Unlike earthly lust (shahwat), ‘ishq for Majnun is now the entirety of his existence (wujiid), which
he declares is one and the same as the beloved’s existence. Once again, this passage shows how
Majnun appeals to a religious vocabulary by claiming that his purity is obtained via ablutions, as
well as by gesturing to the eternality of ‘ishq through a series of natural metaphors to countless
stars and grains of sand. The loss of self that resonates with a mystical perspective is moreover
resonant with a medical view of ‘ishg’s severity, which the text continuously reinforces by stating

that, for example, Majnun’s blood was entering his brain.?® From Majnun’s perspective, however,

25. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 240 / 51 v. 84-93.
26. Just prior to this episode with Salam Baghdadi, the text describes Majnun’s movement back to the
wilderness after saying a poem in Layla’s presence as such:

\)Mc\)&&)gjk_\sgug\
g glad 50 5 dd Hagsa

“He said this and took up the path to the
desert, blood in heart and black bile in head.”
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the medical effects of ishg have empowered him as he declares to be “the king of kings of ‘ishq.”
Having declared control over his lower soul (nafs), Majnun reinforces his position as an ascetic by
emphasizing the self-sovereignty he gains from now being beyond lust.

This notion of sovereignty through %shq is textually endorsed by a dream that Majnun has
just after his permanent relocation to live amongst the animals. There, Majnun prays to the divine

in the midst of the night, and his prayer is answered by a curious dream:
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This bird that crowns Majnun provides him (and the morning) with a good temperament (mizaj, a
word that references restoration of health) and the textual commentary at the end endorses a kind
of ‘ishq that is imaginary (khayal). Earlier in the text, Majnun’s father considered Majnun’s ascetic

experience to likewise be imaginary (khayal), and Majnun in fact claims that his own revised

Zanjani has yellow bile (safra) in the place of black bile, which according to humoral theory would be less severe but
nevertheless the overall point signals Majnun’s worsening medical condition. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed.
Sarvatiyan, 235 / 50 v. 96 and Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 134 / 50 v. 3410.

27. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 198 / 42 v. 94-100.
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perspective is based on an imaginary tale (afsaneh). This revised perspective leads to his claims of
sovereignty, and the text here illustrates Majnun’s claims with a dream of a bird that crowns
Majnun. Shortly thereafter, the text delves into a fascinating part of the love-story that likewise
flirts with the imaginary—Majnun’s life amongst the animals—in a way that inscribes further
meaning into this inherited motif as a space for building a utopic, if fleeting, world.
I1. King of the animals

As with some of the Arabic material that I analyzed in chapter one, Nezam1’s text depicts
Majnun’s relationship with animals as a marvelous feat. As alternative kin, the animals offer
Majnun forms of care that are denied to him in human society, yet Nezam1’s text dwells on this
scene for an entire episode that extends its imagined possibilities while playing with the vocabulary
of sovereignty. This episode opens with Majnun insisting on absolute claims of unity with the
beloved. Majnun stumbles upon a sheet of paper with the lovers’ names written together in Layla’s

homeland on his way to the wilderness, which leads to his erasure of her presence:
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He said, “For me, it is not good
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Majnun’s response to these anonymous people’s questioning of his action backs up a perspective
on ‘ishq that highlights ontological unification—the lover already contains within him the beloved,
and as such he is both in one body. This process relies upon a negating of physical duality, even
as a gendered division lingers in Majnun’s insistence on his being the external skin.?’ The text’s
inclusion of these anonymous people’s questioning shows how Majnun’s actions inspire a mixture
of reactions, and the question of whether this is an act of effacement or erasure is introduced
through dialogic interaction.

What follows as Majnun slips into the wilderness is a detailed depiction of a kingdom that
alters natural laws, and the text explores Majnun’s relationship with animals as an opportunity to
reflect on alternative societal arrangements. This altering flows outwards from Majnun himself
who, as I described in the introduction of this chapter, is both ambiguously gendered and seemingly

non-human as his habits resemble those of the beasts:

28. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 187 / 40 v. 4-12.

29. Sachiko Murata has discussed the dualistic framework of an external masculinity and internal femininity
of many Sufi thinkers in terms of an opposition that has social reality that can be perceived and thus overcome. Sadiyya
Shaikh critiques Murata’s approach as one that “disassociates the realm of spirituality from social and legal equality.”
See Sachiko Murata, The Tao of Islam: A Sourcebook on Gender Relationships in Islamic Thought (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1992), 9 and Sadiyya Shaikh, “In Search of ‘Al-Insan’: Sufism, Islamic Law, and
Gender,” in Journal of the American Academy of Religion Vol. 77, No. 4 (2009): 789.
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Like a beast himself (wahshi), Majnun wanders about an imagined desert, both singing a nasib,
the standard amatory prelude of pre-Islamic odes, and acting like the famous female mystic Rabi‘a
(d. 801). His habits are depicted as a liberation from social customs, signaled through his being
unbound like a loosened rope—an image which counters the ropes and shackles featured in the
first half of the text. Instead of being bound by his society’ views on kinship, this depiction of
Majnun positively portrays him as a kind of animal. Species boundaries are further complicated
by a differentiation between tame animals (dam, a category for domestic livestock) and wild beasts
(dad), of which Majnun is both and neither. This suggests a spectrum between wildness and
tameness that enables a radical reimagining of beings that themselves are neither tame nor wild
and that create the conditions for building a different kind of world.

The text subsequently describes this world in great detail, indicating a pause that affords
the reader a moment to visualize individual animals and to consider their unusual actions. Some
predatory animals such as wolves suspend attacks on their prey, while others such as leopards

willingly offer themselves in service to Majnun:

30. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, 188 / 40 v. 13-17.
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From among the lion, stag, wolf, and fox
an army-camp was formed there in the path

they all went about under his command
and he was king of all like Solomon.

He found shade underneath the eagle’s wing
his bones rested beneath the vulture’s shade

his kingdom reached to such a great extent
that he took wildness from the wild beasts

The wolf fell from its attack on the ewe
the lion kept claws from the onager

the dog made peace with the rabbit
the gazelle drank milk of the lioness

he was going with his life in his hands,
while they lined up before and behind him.

Around the place in which he was sleeping
the fox was sweeping the ground with its tail

the gazelle ran about capriciously
rubbing against his foot caressingly

and he reclined on the onager’s neck,
while resting his head upon the stag’s thigh.

The lion knelt down by his buttocks
like royal guards with swords drawn

the wolf was guarding him from the side
becoming a vanguard offering his life

the rapacious leopard, one born wild
lay down beneath him like a rug.

These lost ones who traverse the plains
gathered around him in two or three ranks

he like kings closed off by the army’s wing
was there in the center of their ranks, sitting.*!
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31. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 188/ 40 v. 20-34.
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Playing with the vocabulary of sovereignty, this passage references the Qur anic prophet
Solomon’s kingship over the animals, and yet Majnun’s relationship with animals is inverted
insofar as it is only through resemblance to them that he gains control. The fact that the lioness
nourishes the gazelle demonstrates the extent of this inversion by playing with interspecies milk
kinship, going beyond the Qur ‘anic account in Q 27:15-44 of peacefulness between species in
Solomon’s kingdom. Rachel Schine has discussed how interspecies milk kinship (rada ) appears
in many Arabic popular epics as a way of indicating how a hero absorbs specific animals’
qualities.’? Here, a gazelle, typically regarded as a symbol of feminine grace, nurses from a strong
lioness, a match that signals how such reimagined forms of kinship can be strengthening. The text
continues to blur boundaries by both personifying the lion as carrying a sword and stating that this
action is undertaken royal guards (jandaran). Each of these descriptions contribute to the creation
of a marvel in the text, a marvel which excites the onlookers’ and the reader’s imagination
precisely because of its play with what could be real. Yet simultaneously, there remains a sense of
tangible power in Majnun’s animal army—an army whose intrinsic violence (‘the rapacious
leopard’) remains in full view—as they line up before and behind him and prop up this image of
an internally peaceful yet powerful world. Such power indicates the need to protect this space from
outside forces such as the human society that eventually and perhaps inevitably disturbs it,
indicating this alternative world’s own transience. Nevertheless, this blurring of boundaries
through a spectrum of tame and wild creatures opens a space for relations that are beyond predator-
prey dyads and puts forth a vision, if fleeting, of a society construed otherwise.

From this point in the narrative onwards, Majnun’s animal compatriots stay with him and

their capacity for violence haunts even the most tranquil points of the text. Such textual play with

32. See Rachel Schine, “Nourishing the Noble,”178-180.
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the vocabulary of kingship alongside an animal army recalls the depiction of Kayumars in
Ferdowst’s Shahnama.*® Both the first man and the first king, Kayumars, like Majnun, commands
the animals from a wilderness setting. Together, under the command of his grandson Hushang, the
animals overcome the malignant forces of a black demon (div).?* Unlike Majnun, Kayumars
retains contact with his people who learn from him the ability to prepare food and clothing.’* Both
create a new society alongside the animal’s recognized power, yet Majnun never actually wages
war. Instead, the animals in their army formations follow Majnun and serve as his protection in a
way that highlights his need for not only companionship but also defense in his weakening bodily
state.

After setting the stage of Majnun’s animal kingdom, the text subsequently offers several
perspectives on how to interpret it. From nearby onlookers’ points of view, Majniin’s animal
kingdom appears as an uncanny reality wherein Majniin lives with “bloodthirsty beasts” as a lesser

substitute to human sociality.*® Yet internally, from Majnun’s perspective, this separation is not to

33. Dick Davis has discussed at length the ways in which the stories of the Shahnama are “very largely about
kingship; but being about kingship is a very different thing from uncritically celebrating kingship.” Although what
Layli and Majnun does with animals may be new, the critiques of kingship can be said to be embedded into Persian
narrative literature. See Dick Davis, Epic and Sedition: The Case of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Xiv-xviii.

34.
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“He (Hushang) gathered together fairies, leopards, and lions, as well as tearing wolves and brave tigers. Soldiers, they
were beasts and livestock, birds, and fairies. Their commander was brave and conquering.” See Djalal Khaleqi-Motlag,
Shahnama (New York: State University of New York Press, 1987), 24 and Davis, Shahnameh: The Persian Book of
Kings, 3.
35. Davis, 1.
36.
Yet from fear of the bloodthirsty wild beasts
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be lamented. Zooming in on his relationship with a particular gazelle, the text plays even further
with the blurring of boundaries as the reader gets a glimpse of how there is a slippage for Majnun

between identifying the beloved with Layla and with other creatures:
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Notably, as the text leans into Majnun’s perspective, not only does a particular gazelle come into
view but also this gazelle’s sexuality, clarifying that this slippage of identifying the beloved does
not sublimate physical attraction. Unlike the perspectives of nearby onlookers, Majnun’s internal
view indicates a lack of division between humans and animals and a tendency to associate the
beloved with other beings, due to an ontologically inflected worldview. Alongside the altered
natural laws of his animal kingdom, Majnun expresses his desires for the gazelle by stroking her

head in a way that he cannot with Layla within human society.

no one sought out his companionship
From this point of view, Majnun is also seen as having lost the property of intimacy or acquaintance (askina 7). See
Nezami, ed. Sarvatiyan, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 41-45.

37. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 41-45.

38. Zanjani has this line as:

SLU gladia g alea o))
Sl ciae  Saalagp

From amongst the unfearful wild ones / there was a gazelle of wondrous eminence. This further draws a distinction
between the gazelle and other wild beasts in ways that resonates with the Arabic material examined in chapter one.
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Zooming out in both time and space, the episode concludes with a general perspective of
“the people” who are not the nearby onlookers mentioned above nor the questioning members of
Layla’s family, but rather everyday travelers whose amazement at Majnun’s lifestyle filters the
previous perspectives and suggests hospitality as an overriding response. Their hospitality,

moreover, is mirrored by Majnun’s own actions of sharing food with his animal compatriots:
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These people’s amazement (fa ‘ajjub) models a readerly response to the representation of Majnun’s
life amongst animals, a response which is then transformed into generous acts of providing

sustenance. Lara Harb has argued that wonder was considered in early Abbasid criticism to be a

39. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 46-55.
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defining element of aesthetic experience that yields mental discovery.*® Yet beyond cognitive
experience, these people’s amazement results in an embodied action, which makes use of their
passion by channeling it towards acts of generosity. The fact that the people’s desires to see
Majnun are motivated by passion (havas)—a term that carries heftier connotations associated with
sexuality than ‘ishg—resembles the more unruly parts of Majnun’s going wild. Yet this passion is
then folded into their acts of generosity. This resembles Majnun’s hospitable actions towards the
animals themselves—he is described as “giver of sustenance” (riizi-deh), an epithet that recalls the
divine—as well as their interactions with one another, which conveys an implicit critique of the
forms of human sociability that led to Majnun’s exclusion. Mentioning passionate desires in
passing, the text folds them into acts of generosity and hospitality as they share their food.

If the animals are the free ones (azadan) alluded to in the last line above, then it follows
that their willingness to submit is a precondition for imagining this kingdom. As Cohen suggests,
the animals in this section can be considered as “possible bodies” for inventing another kind of
world.*! Not only is Majnun’s animality positively depicted, but forms of animal sociability are
also detailed that suspend predator-prey relations and that open the possibility of interspecies
kinship. Although we cannot definitively know the effects of this depiction on any given
reader/listener, the text makes use of a general people’s response in a way that models how
Majnun’s animal world might affect embodied actions that could contribute to changing forms of

human social relations as well. While this appears to be the overarching lesson, the employment

40. Lara Harb delineates how this rhetorical figure of amazement (fa ‘ajjub) served as merely one element of a
more generalizable aesthetic that she identifies with wonder. Rather than locating this aesthetic in the deployment of
this specific rhetorical device alone, Harb identifies a host of devices such as istifraf (finding something strange,
novel), badi® (innovative, original marvelous) and gharib or ighrab (the evocation of strangeness and of the
unfamiliar). Harb maintains that the proliferation of these devices as well as the logic of explanations of rhetoricians
in the later Abbasid period signals this overarching aesthetic. See Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics, 5-11.

41. Cohen, 40.
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of multiple perspectives throughout this episode allows for ambivalence about Majnun’s life
amongst animals, wild animals, to persist. Rather than immediately resolving this ambivalence,
the text shifts to the level of a short tale within the overarching narrative to further sift through
possible meanings of this utopic society.

ITI. The animals’ protecting function

The intervention of short tales (hikayat) into the narrative sets the stage for further
narratorial interventions around Majnun, the animals, and his ascetic lifestyle in the wilderness.
Although this interpretive register is increasingly present, I maintain that the text never really lets
go of the base level of the story, and that the moves between levels do not wholeheartedly endorse
Majnun’s mystically informed perspective. The text plays with the interpretive and literal
meanings of asceticism and animality from this point in the narrative onwards in a way that shows
how the utopic society of Majnun and the animals is a powerful vision, but that it is the animals’
protective function that upholds it.

The first tale immediately follows the episode just analyzed, further marking Majnun’s life
amongst the animals as a site for interpretation by pausing the overarching plot. The story begins
with a ruthless king from Marv who keeps a pack of bloodthirsty dogs to devour anyone that upsets
him. Amongst the king’s boon-companions, there is a young man who is sympathetically portrayed

as beautiful, or gazelle-like (@hii-i), and cunning.** Aware of the king’s reputation, this young man

42.
o 4 slows 5l a5
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Amongst the king’s mates there was a young man
Who was knowledgable of all the arts

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 190 /41 v. 6.
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decides to befriend the dogs by visiting them daily and feeding them sheep’s meat. When one day
the king on a whim decides to throw this young man to the dogs, the dogs respond with quite a

different reaction:

And those lion dogs with their iron claws 3—\; Cial Q\-{-‘-ﬂ il s
directed themselves foremost toward him. Kaal 59 el ain S
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Although the text depicts dogs as intrinsically violent, the dogs here respond to the young man’s
generosity not only by not eating him, but also by forming a ring around him—an act of love and
protection that resembles the binding force of ‘ishq explored in chapter two and that lends further
subjectivity to the animals.** Moreover, the text depicts the dogs to be “like a compassionate wet
nurse,” which anthropomorphizes them as nurturing figures in a way similar to the
anthropomorphizing of ‘ishq itself as Majnun’s wet-nurse in his childhood.*> Generosity links the
dogs’ behavior to the young man’s actions, and the dogs here act as lovers of someone the tale

depicts as deserving of love.

43. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 191 /41 v. 17-20.

44 Richard C. Foltz has pointed out that the commonly known hostility towards dogs in the Middle East
predates Islam and that refrences to dogs in the Bible, the rabbinic tradition, and patristric writings are all generally
negative. This is likely because dogs were considered as potentially carriers of rabies. For an overview of dogs in
Islamic texts, see Richard C. Foltz, Animals in the Islamic Tradition and Muslim Cultures (Oxford: Oneworld
Publications, 2006), 129-140.

45.

A el S g4y lade
Mo i Gie & 55
“‘ishq was watering him with both hands
Making the essence of ‘ishq glow from him.” See chapter two.
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In the rest of the tale, the violence associated with bloodthirsty dogs is reimagined as the
text plays with the vocabulary of consumption. When the king learns of the young man’s fate and
questions it, the young man responds with logical reasoning that suspends the illogical conclusion

of his not being eaten while in a pit of bloodthirsty dogs:
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The young man, playfully describing the way in which he fed the dogs sheep’s meat, articulates
the dogs’ kindness as an act of licking and kissing him, which is juxtaposed to the king’s tyrannical
behavior that has caused him, as his servant, great pain (literally to eat the fruit, bari khiirdan, of
his being a slave). This causes the young man to describe the dogs as being friendly, whereas the
king lacks the intimacy or sociability (ashna) that the text repeatedly signals as a desirable quality.
Though the dogs are still marked as other due to their proclivities towards violence, the emphasis
on actions of generosity and respect results in a recalibration of this view through their protective

function. The last line shifts to the present tense, as the narrator offers a general lesson to be taken

46. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 191-192 / 41 v. 34-40.
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from the story: contentment or reconciliation (solh kardan) and devotion (vafa) are virtues whether
practiced by human or beast. Moreover, the narrator offers a gloss on the king’s response to this
young man’s reasoning—he becomes “a dog and a dog-worshipper”—that further inverts
hierarchies and shows how the moral might still be lost on the king.*” Though the young man
remains central to the tale, the dogs and their actions likewise emerge as the actors central to the
moral.

The narrator’s justification of this tale further reveals the protective function of Majnun’s
animals as central to what is exemplary about his character. Although the text quite explicitly
addresses the reader to follow Majnun’s example, the narratorial explanation nevertheless appeals

to the animals’ actions as creating the conditions for Majnun’s own generosity:

My purpose from telling this tale is that
giving and alms are the soul’s fortresses.

Majnun since he gave his food to the beasts
made for himself an eternal fortress.

They who were at the ready, fully armed
they were the fortress around him.

If he got up or sat down for a while
that army remained at his side.

You too if you do that which he did,

If your fellow mate is a caliph in name,
since from you he ate, he will be your slave.*®

you will not have to drink the world’s bloody tears.
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47.

He sobered up from the drowsiness of drunkenness
He became a dog and a dog worshipper
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Nezami, Layli and Majnun, Sarvatiyan, 192 /41 v. 42.
48. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 192 / 41 v. 43-48.
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Though Majnun is described here as making his own eternal fortress, it is the animals who
constitute this fortress. The tale serves as another narrative level that not only makes figural what
is exemplary about Majnun, but also references the presence of animals as enabling the
perpetuation of Majnun’s exemplary acts. Similarly, the subsequent two lines play on the caliph-
slave (ghiilam) relationship by way of revaluing the loyalty of a ghiilam as what makes someone
caliphal in the first place.*® While making recourse to implied hierarchies, these inversions show
a recognition of not only the value of devotion (vafa), but also of the worldly awareness of those
on the lower end of the hierarchy who must make preparations against the inevitable suffering in
the world, here denoted by bloody tears shed on its behalf. The text continues to make recourse
to the animals’ protective function in the latter half of the text as Majnun’s ascetic praxis continues
to intensify, and their presence enables his continued existence by serving as his shelter up to the
moment of his death.
IV. Death of an ascetic king

As the moment of Majnun’s death arrives, the text waffles between praising and lamenting
the final stages of his life. This waffling illustrates a critique of Majnun’s way of living even as it
expresses an overriding admiration for Majnun’s acceptance of mortality. Rewriting this most
famous love-story of the past, Nezami inscribes a critique into Majnun’s persona by insisting that

the madness of ‘ishq be redirected towards finding contentment in the material world. This

49. Elizabeth Urban deploys the terminology of “unfreedom” in her analysis of enslaved persons in early Islam
that may be helpful for unpacking this analogy. Urban states that “unfreedom highlights the personal, relational nature
of enslavement, servitude, and other forms of coercion; one is “unfree” in relation to another person or entity.
Unfreedom allows scholars to analyze those social bonds that limit personal freedom but also provide ‘social life’,
bonds that embed people in unequal but mutually beneficial social networks. Put otherwise, unfreedom allows us to
see the relationship between conquerors and conquered as reciprocal, if unequal.” Though this sits quite uncomfortably
from a post-chattel slavery perspective, this emphasis on the personal and the unequal allows for more closely
approximating what is implied by the bond of the caliph-ghtilam relationship mentioned here. See Urban, Conquered
Populations in Early Islam, 8.
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contrasts with Majnun’s character’s emphases on suffering, as explored in the last chapter, and on
ascetic self-sovereignty, as explored in this chapter. This contrast is partially resolved by locating
in Majnun an admirable acceptance of mortality as Majnun’s own and perhaps the ultimate form
of contentment.

As Majnun’s madness continues to take the form of bodily disfigurement, the text
concretely locates Majnun in the past in a way that differentiates him from potentially recognizable
“mad” people in the present. The narrator intervenes and insists that the reader not see Majnun like
any mad individual that they might encounter in their day-to-day life and instead offers Majnun’s

speech as proof of his greater knowledge:
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Several times in this passage the narrator emphasizes that Majnun possesses hidden knowledge,
whether this knowledge be the traces of time or the signs and symbols of the heavens, and the text

upholds him as an exemplary figure. Unlike “those enraptured ones” of the text’s present—a

50. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 242 / 52 v. 1-6.
51. Zanjani and Babayif have this as ‘ag/, which would make the defense of Majnun even stronger. See
Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani 139 / v. 3527 and Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Babayif 237/ v. 2.
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reference likely alluding to the growth and spread of antinomian strands of Sufism in the twelfth
century such as the malamatiyya—Majnun, according to the narrator, does not forgo obligatory
fasting or praying in the interest of this hidden knowledge.>? Instead, the narrator rewrites the past
to declare that Majnun possessed adab (a term that weds polite manners with poetic refinement)
and draws on the earlier Arabic tradition of poetry attributed to him to show how his poetic speech
serves as proof of his greater wisdom. Indeed, as with the utopic vision of Majnun’s lifestyle
amongst animals, the text here points to something about his character that should be inspiring to
the reader even as we take his madness seriously.

Having concretely located Majnun in the past, the narrator offers further commentary on

what exactly Majnun’s hidden knowledge consists of—a preparedness for death:

Cognizant of the bitterness of death S e A0 jead R
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even if his living was difficult

| odia 3 g0 Gt ) K
from that work, he sought the ease of death. O3 35 Gt 5 2

All who are not acquainted with the journey .
find exiting from this convent arduous o LSS 5A4AS (add A
BN BT ET ISP e
a person who takes this house too hard
at the journey’s time dies too hard. 3 )_S S 4SS A
J e i sy i g 4
Majnun, by not seeking a companion on the path, > 2 7
was loosening the bond to companionship.* ) . . o
Chn (oad o) (38 ) 4S ) sinae

Conan | 25 $BH 433 8 (e

52. The malamatiyya movement whose malamati (blameworthy, or blame inducing) sense of piety avoided
ostentatious shows of asceticism out of the fear that this would lead to hypocrisy. This led many followers of this
movement to refuse life in seclusion and instead take up relations with people of the bazaar. Often in tandem with or
in addition to malamati practice, qalandart tendencies extended this refusal of asceticism by actively engaging in
antinomian practices such as the public drinking of alcohol, gambling, and association with people in the kharabat, or
dodgey places on the outskirts of towns. See Hamid Algar et. al., “Malamatiyya,” in The Encyclopedia of Islam,
Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman et. al. Consulted online October 10,
2021 http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 0643

53. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 242-243 / 52 v. 8-12.
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Here the narrator makes Majnun’s ease towards death exemplary by suggesting to the reader the
ways in which this attitude towards mortality allows one to not take the earthly world (here
described as a house or convent) too seriously. The allusion to Majnun’s living being difficult, by
contrast, draws on his ascetic practices of living apart from society and refusing food and locates
Majnun within an earlier tradition of exemplary figures such as Rabi‘a or Hallaj that retroactively
became classified as mystics.’* Like them, Majnun has an ease about death that allows him to
“loosen the bond” and to adopt an attitude towards mortality that approaches the Sufi maxim “die
before you die.”> As with the image of Majnun breaking the bonds, which I explored at the
beginning of this chapter, this loosening shows how Majnun is now not only beyond the bounds
of human society but also beyond the bonds that tie him to earthly life.

Yet at the time of Majnun’s actual death, the text depicts his bodily suffering in fairly
graphic detail. His head is beaten and his hair is torn out, and the text alludes to his physical
appearance as “mixed with resurrection.”® The text counterbalances its admiration for Majnun’s

acceptance of mortality with an illustrative description of Majnun’s bloody disintegration:

54. Knysh historically locates the construction of a “Sufi science ( i/m al-tasawwuf) to the tenth century with
the rise of apologetic works that systematized Sufi ideas and led to the growth of biographical literature. See Knysh,
Islamic Mysticism: A Short History, 116-118.

55.

|55 545 O Ui ) 58 50
A hadith whose chain of transmission is unknown to me but is cited by Riim1 amongst others. See Nicholson, 7he
Mathnawi of Jalalu ddin Rimi, Vol. VI (London: Messrs. Luzac & Co., 1925-1940). For an exploration on reflections
on death in the Islamic tradition writ large and in particular in the thought of Abti Hamid al-Ghazali, see Todd LeRoy
Perreira, ““Die before You Die’: Death Meditation as Spiritual Technology of the Self in Islam and Buddhism,”
Muslim World 100, no. 2/3 (April 2010): 250-255.
56.

o0 S 548 &

s NS )l e

Caald 4S8l 500 ) Caald
Caald lea ) 43Sl

Head beaten and insides torn to pieces

186



In the journey’s dance he rode a camel
reciting a verse on separation

while describing the state of separateness
not a word on devotion remained

by crying he gave color to the rock
banging his head on the rocks in despair.

And on the narrow path no flint remained
that he did not give a spark to with lament

and on no path did a thorn remain
that he did not dye with his blood.*’
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Majnun again resembles the pre-Islamic poet who rides a camel out into the wilderness and speaks

of separation (faragi). Playing on a double meaning of the journey (rahil), the text alludes both to

this past poetic tradition and to Majnun’s impending death. His closeness to death is moreover

marked by his release from devotion (vafa), which indicates to the reader how Majnun’s ascetic

sovereignty has taken him beyond the pale of this most crucial value shared between earthly lovers.

Like Majnun’s animal kingdom, Majnun is described as having a deep interconnection with other

worldly beings as the text animates his bloody disintegration alongside the pain and bloodiness of

thorns and rocks. Nature suffers along with him, yet the depiction of this connection is not one of

ontological sameness, as with Majnun’s reimagining of nourishment with the animals, but of

mutuality.

Hair from behind his earlobes taken out

Born of high stature, his stature now curled
Mixed with resurrection, leaving this world

See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 275 / 58 v. 83.

57. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 284 / 59 v. 88-92.
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At this crucial moment of Majnun’s death, the text brings the animal’s protecting function
back into view. While Majnun’s body further slips away in his suffering, the animals act as his

guardians, protecting him from the outside world:
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It is through the animals’ actions that Majnun’s disintegration is transformed into something
greater. His tears become a well, here specifically the holy well of zamzam, and with the animals’
protection, this well is transformed into a sacred space (haram).*® Recalling their utopic society,
this sacred space between the animals and Majnun serves as a temporary, utopic space where
violence is suspended. Moreover, the animals’ protection reminds the reader of the text’s persistent
indications of the wretchedness of the world—although the animals act in a way that creates a
peaceful place, this action is undermined by not only the implied violence of the exterior world
but also these animals’ own potentials for violence. Unlike Majnun, the animals are not and cannot

be detached from their own bodily existence, and the text’s recollection of them here at the painful

58. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 284-285 /59 v. 97-100.

59. Zamzam is a well near Mecca where, according to Islamic tradition, Hajar (the prophet Abraham’s second
wife) found water for her thirsty son Ismail, who created the well by scratching the ground with his feet. The image
here appeals to Majnun’s intrinsic worth, while still making recourse to the animals’ protecting function that creates
a shelter, or sanctuary (haram) around the well. See Jacqueline Chabbi, “Zamzam,” in The Encyclopedia of Islam,
Second Edition. Accessed online October 14, 2020. http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-
3912 islam_SIM 8112
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moment of Majnun’s death signals the ways in which their protective function underscores

Majnun’s own acceptance of mortality in his state of ascetic renunciation and self-sovereignty.
What emerges is a characterization of Majnun’s death that brings forth the lowliness of his

condition. Unlike his self-presentation as “the king of kings of ‘ishg,” the text does not hesitate to

include attributes that indicate Majnun’s fallen status:

In this way he was blackening the page A S el (B Olaiy )
he destroyed a life in lustful passion. 38 eolii Lush 43 (5 e

Two or three days he was living with the dogs
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Having blackened his page and destroyed his life in passion (havas), Majnun here resembles a
tragic figure, and the text reverts to likening him to the despicableness of a dog.%! No longer
thriving in the utopic world amongst the animals, Majnun’s animality carries a textual resonance
with aspects of the Arabic material that likewise pass judgement upon his wildness. The statement
that “he was living, death is better than that,” is pregnant with irony insofar as Majnun’s own
embrace of death and the textual admiration for this embrace has led his character into such a state.
This leaves the reader with a lingering sense of uncertainty about what to think of this martyr of
ishq, whose linking of ‘ishq with death is praised yet whose actual death reveals the pain of the

intensification of his ascetic lifestyle.

60. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 285 / 59 v. 102-106.
61. This is similar to Nezam1’s description of Farhad’s love as havas-kari.
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When the moment of Majnun’s death arrives, the text pivots to a homily. After one last
speech about his love, Majnun embraces Layla’s tomb and dies, a plot point that the narrator

utilizes as an opportunity for a reflection on mortality:

He said this and put on the ground his face e (e g g ik oyl
and he took that tomb into his embrace e Ky en gl s

when he brought the friend’s tomb into his grasp
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Much ink has been spilt on who exactly is implied by Majnun’s last appeal to a “friend (diist)—"
a term that in the semiotics of Persian poetry is often used for both a lover or the divine.®* As in
many ghazals, this usage is intentionally ambiguous, and its ambiguity is amplified by Majnun’s
clutching Layla’s tomb while also offering what may be a prayer in his last moments of life.
Leaving that ambiguity in place, the narrator instead pivots to a discussion of the inevitability of

death coupled with a reflection on time. Mirroring what the narrator finds admirable about

62. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 290 / 61 v. 14-18. Zanjani has a different second line, but
which in my mind does not much alter the meaning:
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He sighed and wailed / and said “oh friend”” and cast out his life.

63. Davis suggests that since the term “diis” is a common Persian Sufi word for God that this dying remark
suggests the ways that “‘illusory’ (human) love leads to ‘real’ (divine) love.” Much of my analysis in this chapter
shows the ways in which this is forcing a dichotomy between human and divine love, and that even as there is a
spiritual register to the poem, the physical is never fully sublimated. See Davis, Layli and Majnun, xxxiv.
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Majnun’s character, this passage begins a reflection that takes over the description of actual
event.5

This homily likewise diverts attention from the cause of death. As I have shown throughout
this chapter, Majnun’s actions of refusing food and inflicting bodily injury on himself waver
between resembling ascetic praxis and self-harm, depending on the hermeneutic comportment of
any given reader. M.W. Dols reads Majnun’s death as suicide, arguing that it is ultimately self-
inflicted, a view that resonates with Julie Scott Meisami’s reading of Majnun’s actions as
“perverse.”®® Such claims do not take seriously the poem’s discourse on ‘iskg as an external force
that itself has the potential to inflict madness and that is not willfully chosen. Moreover, such an
interpretation in my view overly medicalizes Majnun’s actions and sanitizes this probing of death
and dying for the modern reader.®® Though the narrator laments Majnun’s physical state, the text
refuses to grant Majnun the full agency implied by terms such as martyrdom or, conversely,
suicide. Instead, it depicts his eventual collapse as a result of a lifetime of effects on his body,
moving onto another, broader point about the importance of reflecting on death itself.

The homily ends by offering quite a different recommendation for living. Adopting a

second-person direct address to the reader, the homily offers a series of direct commands that give

64. There is a textual tendency towards homily after the death of major characters, such as Majnun’s father,
mother, and interestingly Ibn Salam, Layla’s husband, a character who ostensibly stands in the lovers’ way. This
tendency reinforces the general point of the necessity to reflect on mortality and signals death as a major theme of the
poem. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 179-187, 223-226, and 251-256.

65. Dols states that “Qays the savage would appear as the negator of Muslim social values. Indeed, the denial
of life itself. For Nezami tells us that, soon after entering the wilderness, Qays desired to destroy himself out of despair.
In the end, one can plausibly argue that Majniin’s death was suicide,” while Meisami argues that Majnun’s perfection
was “accomplished at the cost of his own humanity.” See M.W. Dols, Majniin: The Madman in Medieval Islamic
Society, 332-335, and Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 130.

66. Ascetic practices in other traditions have likewise been medicalized by modern scholars whose views are
often critiqued by other scholars for this impulse to medicalize. A good example is the debates around female
spirituality in medieval Europe as resembling anorexia, and the pushback by scholars such as Caroline Walker Bynum
and Amy Hollywood to think of the dynamics of embodiment and control that underlie these practices. For a brief
summary, see Amy Hollywood, Acute Melancholia and Other Essays: Mysticism, History, and the Study of Religion
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 97-107.
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this portion of the text a sense of heightened urgency. These commands demand that the reader

know that the earthly world is internally wretched:

Go far away from this revolving mill A& GlA Gl oS s
for it is far from the salvation of men e gadA 2k He 48

do not sit in the house of raging floods

. . Opdia ) AalA
flood after flood came, rise, do not sit! g 30 e o

Before heaven destroys this bridge for you, P . i
make the camel jump from this bridge. O3S F pn Sl Qs
O o bea e by )

In the world’s navel that is twist, twisted
is a wind, what a nothing wind it is Gl 8 E a8 lea b o
il et zad 3L As Gl
but do not be rude towards its natural constitution )
for it does not live except on winds. . . e 2
sl Uil FLS

Hurry for ease from the world went adrift G4 Sealieni) S

do not ride slow for the caravan’s left!¢’
Qﬁ)ub)\&ﬁu\f@‘

The earthly world here is depicted through a series of metaphors that show its crushing force—it
is both a revolving mill that continuously grinds mankind and a house of pouring floods. The text
reinforces this sentiment through rhyming words that wrap inside one another, describing the
world’s navel as “twist, twisted (pich pich ast)” and within it is “a wind of nothingness” (bad-i
hich hich ast).” Given these facts, the text commands the reader to “hurry,” indicating a tacit
embrace of the Sufi axiom to “die before you die,” while also suggesting that this hurrying be done
in a way that is “not rude.”

As in the tale following Majnun’s utopic society amongst the animals, the text recommends

contentment in the face of these facts, yet it adds that the reader recognize their own powerlessness.

67. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 290 / 61 v. 22-27.
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Using death as an ultimate end, the narrator suggests an attitude towards living that is both

sustainable and humble:

As far as you can, don’t play out of tune, Pl ad )y S
every note you play out of tune leaves you behind. ey 53 K4S a3

Make the heart right, do not think of the blights i M 3 S
consume rubies, do not think of the plague. wf'm i US ‘_w f ‘:h
Ot by Ol sa sl
From mastery’s mount get down and descend S )
show your own falling into impotence s 8 Salsd S e )
sl Jac 406 ol
then when the lion of death brings its pain

it brings mercy to your powerlessness.® 3 Cneay sa dal ud

) e g oale

Rather than dismiss the material goods of the world, the narrator suggests taking them for what
they are, commanding the reader to “consume rubies” (yaqiit khor), an attitude whose play on the
vocabulary of kissing and consumption differs drastically from Majnun’s withholding. This
recommendation is not, however, a kind of carpe diem emphasis on immediate pleasure; instead
the reflection on death allows the narrator to speak about mastery and powerlessness. Significantly,
the narrator tells the reader to know their own impotence ( ‘ajz)—a term that can also be translated
as incapacity or disability and which allows for an empathy with Majnun’s madness to come
through. Yet unlike Majnun’s declarations of self-sovereignty, this passage expands on the
narrator’s recommendations about contentment that I explored in the previous section by
suggesting that true contentment comes in tandem with a kind of humility that results from a
recognition of one’s dependence on other beings in the earthly world. Expanding on this sentiment
for around forty-five lines, the narrator pivots the focus from Majnun’s death to a discourse on the

actions that reflecting on death enable.®® Though the narrator elevates Majnun as a character

68. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 291 / 61 v. 32-35.
69. Other metaphors include a recommendation to be “like flowing water (ab-e ravandi) that is “well-bridled”
(khosh ‘anan) and “brings favor” (lotf rizan). In direct contrast to Majnun’s actions of slithering like a snake, the
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through his attitude towards mortality, the tone of these passages suggest a way of living that
drastically differs from Majnun’s emphasis on the endurance of personal suffering and on a kind
of ascetic praxis that is underscored by an ontological approach to ‘ishg that negates materiality.
Instead of making Majnun alone exemplary of ‘ishq, the text persistently makes recourse to the
animals as part of his exemplarity, a recourse which reveals how the text offers an alternative to
the idea of ontological unity through an emphasis on unity obtainable through embodied
relationality.
V. Return of the animals: Registers of embodied relationality

I now want to turn to the scene of the lovers’ final meeting, which comes after the
establishment of Majnun’s animal kingdom but before his death. This scene highlights the animals’
protective function as well as conceptual links between animality, violence, and sexuality. As
when the animals protect Majnun at the moment of his death, in this scene the animals encircle the
lovers who have fainted upon meeting. Unconscious, the lovers are vulnerable to outside forces,

and the animals’ protection is what allows for this temporary moment of relief from separation:

Then the lovers fainted unconscious 438 ) (fea b g ealidl
the echo of the world ceased being heard a5 L e Sl

and those bloodthirsty beasts gathered around Susd 1o o eael 3 K
it ing claws for death and destruction. } ¢
sharpening claws for death and destruction 551 Sim CSa 403 S
They encircled those two wounded lovers i _
like the periphery of a mountain i b 93 O el
Al 48la 5 S jus (52
from fear of the hordes of beasts in that path
an onlooker did not find a way into their midst Kis J'ﬁ Gl 1aa 6 gl )
o) Olae 3 il o i
among those who ran into their midst

the beasts tore up two or three of them.”® st e o 348 o5

2y Glad )y A g aadld

narrator also suggests that the reader not twist (mapich) on the earth. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan,
291-292.
70. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 264-265 / 57 v. 53-57.
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This time, the animals’ act of encircling creates a bond of protection surrounding both lovers,
which once again draws on the vocabulary of encircling (halge bastan) that contrasts to the
references to Majnun as one who has cut the bond and that creates, once more, an internally
peaceful space. Yet accompanying this act of protection is the animals’ own bloodthirsty
qualities—not only their potentiality for violence as seen in the descriptions of predatory animals
in Majnun’s animal kingdom, but also the actual violence that they inflict upon onlookers who
attempt to disrupt the lovers’ meeting. As a culmination of the martial imagery surrounding the
animals throughout the text, this violence reinforces the notion that acts of love may not be
separated from violence especially within the intrinsically hostile world of the text.”! Their
protective function gives way to a more threatening register of embodied relationality that includes
violence.

During their tryst, the narrator again intervenes by using the lovers’ example as an
opportunity for delimiting ‘ishg’s meaning. As if aware of potential backlash to the sexual
implications of this scene, the narrator at first eschews this interpretation by appealing to a figural
sense of animality and declaring Majnun to be beyond its influence. And yet, the literal presence

of the beasts remains:

71.
A ER T QPR L 7
LIV s 4l

‘Ishq came and emptied out the dwelling place
Taking up the indiscriminate sword

This is one example of how ‘shgq is frequently depicted as wielding a sword, here after the lovers’ initial meeting.
See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 80/ 13 v. 9.
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This is the real ‘ishg, not an accident o (fa e s gde (IS
for it is not polluted by lust and motives. Cuatd a9 geadi 02 oIS

Ishq to its extremity is so full

. ; Craalad Cule 4 gdie
that for it beasts are domesticated i ) &

QMA\JDJJJJDAJ\)}IS
and so from the beasts no evil came upon him ) _
for beastly pollution was not in him Cuad 5 s g8 ) O!)
Cnd 933 (623 ) LVIS
and he because he threw off his own beast
these few beasts obeyed him. €4l e Gsd 2 s

Qs 523 Cpb Ak gl ka3
Clearly the %shg of those two worldly ones ) HF
would not be manifest except if pure.’ LS 53 ke 48 Cada

Shar S o

The narrator’s declares this scene to be an example of “real ‘ishq” (‘ishg-e haqiqati) by way of
dismissing its association with motives (gharaz), accidents (‘araz), and lust/desire (shahwat). Yet
before even mentioning the lovers, the narrator makes recourse to the relationship between Majnun
and the animals, attempting to absolve both of any of these factors that threaten “real ‘ishg.” The
violence of the beasts—specifically wild beasts (dad), here declared to be domesticated except for
the fact that they just mauled a few onlookers—is displaced onto ‘ishq itself through its being full,
complete, or overwhelming (tamam). While the text likewise displaces implied sexuality,
hauntings of it remain that mirror the lingering violence of predatory animals as a part of the
creation of this peaceful meeting place.

In fact, the text plays further with the sexual implications of the lovers’ meeting in a way
that suggests a tacit admittance of ishg’s inextricably erotic dimensions. Layla proceeds to invite
Majnun into her tent and embraces him. I explore the physicality associated with the feminine in
the next chapter, and here I want to draw attention to how the text heightens this moment through

the vocabulary of unity:

72. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 265 / 57 v. 71-75.
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She embraced him in such a tight grasp G lia o) GEadS di o
that you would say two roses sprouted from one stem Cuyo R Sa 3l Koo ok

without the wound of a glance, she held him tight N . . L.
Clun A

without wine or kisses, she made him drunk. wJJS ) e S
N )S e dan g1 g0l -
Lam and alif were loosened from the bond L
and became alif-lam linked together iy ) S L oY
SENCEBIST PR
two curved lines flowing together
they became a complete circle. gy ugiadad g
AlA sl o ply Ak
It’s no strange thing if a bird has two wings

that the b f le has tw €| il s
or that the beam of a scale has two pans il g K1 b4 e e
two candles melted into one bowl il e ) Ade by
becoming one soul and one body
il Sy 0 @alf aad g
two strands became one in burning IS o Soae o
two flasks became filled with one water

QU S il a2l

in oneness they filled each other’s eyes G 50 ) a2 2l

two eyes grew from one head.

The revolving from path of two poles grew distant R 33 e
the mirror of two mornings became one light D S Do) 9 A )
entwi.ned together the compassilonate lovers s adahd ey sy
remained as one until the morning.” 5 S a5 aul ek

Dl Db )0 as 4 onan
D50l (Sa Oy diaile

The text lends Layla’s embrace a metaphorical valence—the lack of wine and wounds points to
how the text steers an interpretation of this moment away from a courtly register of love poetics
and towards something that is philosophically, if not mystically, inflected. One and oneness (yeki)
becomes the focal point, and the metaphor of the Arabic letters alif and /am coming together carries

resonance with mystical texts that I explored in the last chapter.”* There seems to be some kind of

73. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265 / 57 v. 87-95.

74. See, for example, the verse of Hallaj that serves as the example for in Daylam1’s splendidly titled book,
The Attachment of the Conjoined Alif to the Attached Lam (‘Atf al-alif al-ma’lif ‘ala al-lam al-ma ‘tif), which yields
the negative particle (¥), which I explored as an apophatic form of ontological unity. Sarvatiyan is moreover insistant
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play with ontological union as the lovers become like two eyes in one head. Through a series of
natural metaphors (candles burning, water in flasks), the text alludes to how the duality of
embodiment (and of elements such as fire and water) is overcome, leaving whatever sexual
implications this could have in place even as it repeatedly turns to ontological metaphor. There is,
however, a temporal element that limits this union as this passage ends with the coming of
morning.

Notably, just prior to this description, the narrator offers an aside that dwells upon his own

imagining of what this meaning would be like:

Just today when I heard their moans and their cries, puid b Al as gyl
I saw into both with my own eye— ALd (i sA ada 4y g3 A 50

from one unconsumed goblet in their hands L= .
. . ol g0 ) A ~ 28 S0
this one laid waste and that other one drunk 5 c 2 S

Crae R o gl A il oyl

and when their arms embraced o .
this one slipped from hand and that one from sense. Gise) A (el )y G
Ghsd Ol ad o) 5 ) b )
This ‘ishq is not a superficial sign
for this rare thing is a lesson for the world il 5y p 43 Biie ()
e o Crwilen G e o3l (S
every grief-stricken one in this house
is with their partner on this pretext.” . .
M\AQJJJ&\@JJA‘;JA
Ale oy 3 A e by

Employing affective language, the narrator leaps across time to describe the touching and moaning
of the lovers even as it is left somewhat vague as to what is happening. This first-person slip allows
for a readerly pause and perhaps identification with a desire to touch this moment in the past.
Subsequently, the text brings this moment of the past further to bear on the present by extrapolating

the lovers’ meeting as exemplary of ‘ishq’s rarity. Instead of offering an ontological view like the

that these verses be interpreted mystically, which he interprets as Layla becoming absorbed in Majnun. See Nezami,
Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 499.
75. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265 / 57 v. 76-80.
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ones I explored at the beginning of this chapter and which Majnun subsequently reinforces through
his own speech on oneness, the text makes use of this poetic example in order to appeal to the
everyday experience of fellow “grief-stricken ones” in the reader’s own present in a way that
connects ‘ishq to a profane understanding of love.”® Implied eroticism lingers as any given reader
is left to read between the lines of assurances against it.

Jumping to the end of this episode, one last textual intervention shows how the text subdues

registers of violence and sexuality by defining ‘ishq in contrast to lust. After the lovers’ embrace,

76. Unlike the textual depiction of unity that is temporally bound, Majnun’s speech to Layla in this episode
reinforces an idea of ontological sameness:

Aol s Cnsa gl )
a5y Gl (e B O

G ) (el ) a8l G
<Ol ale 52 a0 5 )

5 i A e pin 58
050 355 (S ada oty

Sl ress o S
SO AL 550

2l o0 le e

I have no separation your soul
I do not accept life separate from you.

I am like fire if you boil with water,
I cannot take myself from you like a fish cannot take itself from water.

You are my eye not an eye without light,
how can a seer be far from his eye?

How can I become far from you in this path?
Respectfulness and refuge is from you.

Here let I-ness and you-ness not be
in our religion let two selves not be.” Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 269 / 57 v. 146-150.
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Majnun eventually rejects Layla and subsequently flees back to the wilderness. Zayd follows

Majnun, recording his poetry. Praising its beauty, Zayd reflects on ‘ishg’s power, which in turn

leads to further textual attempts to define ‘%shq in relation to other forms of desire:

An ‘ishq that is separate from chastity
is not ‘ishq, but instead desire and lust.

Ishq is a lofty mirror of light
lust is far from the reckoning of ‘ishgq.

An ‘ishq of self-interest does not survive
no one considers accidental ‘%ishq proper.

With ‘ishq how could self-interest prove to be true?
When motive sat down, ‘ishg arose and left.

Except for you all the ‘ashigs that exist
are all worshipping motives unlike you.

Ishgq is this, that other one is which?
Verity is this, the other one unlawfulness.

Since ‘ishq shows the path to sincerity
one act of goodness by the friend counts for ten.”’

Gl i il abl Se
&L\u\)}d “9"'“";:. u\.m;)ﬁ‘%.&

A,y i Blie
I 5 pae e S

Gl ) 3 a8 S 3de L
Al 48 ladle 4an o8 ja
A 3 g e 4t 5 ) s

Craal Ko o a gl Gl
Cuaal ja Ko ol 2ss () Bra

oy Gua 4 3he U5
Alad o0 s 93 2 68 S

Adopting a defensive posture, the text’s repetitive assertions about %shgq in this passage attempt to

separate it from desire (shahwat) and lust (hawad) by demarcating it from containing “motives,”

(gharaz). The recommendation of chastity ( ‘ismat) resembles what Ruqayya Khan has discussed

as more of a mode of masculine honor than a prescription of virginity per se.”® As in the ontological

approaches explored at the beginning of this chapter, ‘ishg here is a mirror that the text insists

reflects light that is more luminous than whatever desire can offer—a gesture that indicates Layli

and Majnun’s association of ‘ishq with eternality as well. However, instead of dwelling on this

77. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 271-272 / 57 v. 195-204.

78. Rugayya Khan argues that the popularity of the Majnun cycle in the ‘Abbasid period attests to chastity as
a fashionable trend in terms of embodying a “code of behavior” or a “persona and performance,” rather than
necessarily implying bodily virginity. See Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural Identities, 44-50.




eternal home, this passage instead ends with detailing earthly behaviors such as sincerity and
generosity that it suggests more closely resemble actions inspired by ‘ishg than desire and lust.
Though this passage puts forth a kind of defensive posturing against overt sexuality, even
generosity, as I explored in the tale of the king from Marv and the dogs, admits to a kind of
embodied relationality.

Turning back to the scene of Majnun’s death, Layli and Majnun offers reflections on the
meaning of Majnun’s life from a few different perspectives as his skeleton rots away. These
perspectives offer windows into the affordances of time, as well as into overlaps between Majnun’s

animal and human compatriots:

One year passed and those beasts and animals ala 523 43X Il ad
became wanderers, whether they wished to or not. ASL 5 alS aings ) 3

Some took with them a scent of attachment K e 3 4
others out of agreement died with him. H OIS D AN
213 oy Ca38) ga Ay (A g

Time like a talisman took the treasure P
eroding the bond on the treasure’s lock AR C—‘S (*‘-‘J-L' > obs
3 g R i 4dl A J8 5
and then the brazen ones of that crossing
carved out a path into that sacred space. RS )‘ﬁ u\ Oy Cuﬁ
ol O Qs M2 S
There they saw a loving, kind one fallen 2
his marrow was gone and just bones remained ) .
g 02l A3y

when they looked at him intimately o) sl saile 02l (4 jra
they recognized him from the path of devotion.”
u.'h.ﬁ;\...u o1 a a9
uid.\:\;l.\u 18 9 ol D) )\

Like the humans, the animals have different responses to Majnun’s death. Moreover, the text
further points to an animalistic quality of the humans who as “brazen ones” initially encounter

Majnun’s bones and replace his animal compatriots. Though these brazen ones also respond with

79. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan 293 / 61 v. 79-84.
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a sense of protection, they arrive too late. Unlike the animals’ lifelong protection of Majnun, these
people only understand the severity of Majnun’s ‘ishq after some time has passed and his body has
disintegrated and rotted away.

Following their brazen forerunners, all of the Arabs subsequently learn of Majnun’s death,
a death whose significance reverberates through tales of his astonishing life. Their care for his

skeleton enacts an embodied register similar to those of generosity encountered throughout this

chapter:
An echo spread to all regions a3t b 42l il el
this tale became known amongst the Arabs astae alud (p) e 2l
their families and elders and pure ones . €N & m
y OG5 B8 5 Ghia s

all the pained ones came together. :
P & u\S\.m )R AJ.A; ol o
They went to him and looked upon him )
heart-torn and they too tore their clothes i3S oyl 553 a8
LJ)S@)EM\;JMJJ
and then on that skeleton they cast pearls
such that he remained white like the oyster shell. oailia )@3 A o
odila At Colia () saed
They removed the dust from his shell with pearls - O
rubbing ambergris on his open shell . . z
A g ) I A LiBua S
he himself had an ambergris musk-like scent A g pne Bua e L
from ‘ishq’s musk-sack his scent was still pleasant.®
J‘J&JMA‘).\.\Q“SJPJ‘

CLil A s s e 4dl )

These more noble humans who come from the families, elders, and pure ones of the Arabs initially
encounter Majnun’s body with the sense that they are too late. Their washing and cleaning of his
remaining body again indicates how the text retains an interest in corporeality different from
Majnun’s. The interest in corporeality is hauntingly present in Majnun’s skeleton, which emits a

musk-like scent from ‘ishq itself. This final line again suggests some collusion of the text with the

80. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 293-294 / 61 v. 85-90.
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ontological meaning of ‘ishq as being in and of the essence of Majnun’s body, and yet the focus
remains on the generous acts of Majnun’s family members. Like the animals’ protective function
throughout his life, it is their preservation of his remains in his death that allows for tales of his
exemplary life to resound. Embodiment lingers as Majnun’s skeleton is not sublimated but instead
transformed through natural and cultural processes, which resemble the transformation of the story
of his life as it passes from one teller to the next.

Transformation likewise sums up the textual interventions that I have explored in this
chapter. Instead of wholeheartedly endorsing Majnun’s perspective, the text offers a perspective
that indicates that Majnun’s attitude towards mortality as the main aspect of his life that is
noteworthy. This narratorial attitude agrees with an acceptance of death that is in the mainstream
to Sufi thought, yet the narrator diverges from Majnun’s own way of life that emphasizes ascetic
praxis as a comportment that culminates in absolute ontological unity with an overpowering
beloved. Instead, these narratorial interventions suggest a different way of living that focuses on
embodied relationships as themselves a form of unity. Though certain comments reveal a belief in
ishq as having an eternal home, exemplified by the mystical undertones that I explored at the
beginning of this chapter, the focus is on how ‘shq operates in the temporal world, which is linked
not to a sublimation of the body but rather its transformation through natural processes. Locating
Majnun’s story in the past moreover allows the text to transform what is admirable about it.

VI. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how the text makes recourse to the animals and their
protecting actions as central to Majnun’s exemplary life. Their presence includes more violent
actions that are not allegorized into anything else and that underscore Majnun’s own ability to

embrace mortality to the extent that he does. Though the narrator at times attempts to subdue this
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form of animality, the text nevertheless reveals how it is never fully cleansed from Majnun’s story
and character. The animals’ violence is instead woven into an overarching motive of protection,
which is part of their devotion. Similarly, the narrator at times attempts to subdue the implied
sexuality of the lovers themselves, yet the text never fully cleanses the lovers’ meeting of erotic
implications. Leaving these more overt registers of animality and sexuality tacitly acknowledged,
the textual depiction of Majnun’s relationship with animals foregrounds other registers of
embodied relationality such as generosity, hospitality, and ultimately devotion, which is likewise
affirmed by the care that Majnun’s family offers just a bit too late.

Given the centrality of the animals’ actions to Majnun’s own, what can be made of their
violence? J.J. Cohen has suggested that reading animals beyond allegory leads to a sense of
multiple agencies, or what he terms “intercorporeality.”®! What I aim to have shown in my reading
of the animals in Layli and Majnun in this way is that although there are attempts of subduing
more troublesome parts of animal agency, they nevertheless appear in ways that challenge us to
recognize the more violent registers of human animality. While predator-prey relations are
suspended in Majnun’s world, they are not in the greater, hostile world within which it is situated.
The utopic peace of Majnun’s society amongst animals and the safe space (haram) it creates is
ultimately disturbed, and it is the animals’ protection of Majnun that allows for his existence to
continue up to the point of his death. This persistent textual focus on the protective function of the
animals brings forth a form of unity as something obtained through embodied relationships, which
differs from Majnun’s ontologically inflected approach in the latter half of the work that

accompanies his declarations of ascetic self-sovereignty. Although these animal agents take up a

81. Cohen describes intercorporeality as “a place of dispersal, multiple agency,” that invites “us to see what
happens when the species line fades, when the inhuman inside us invites us toward unknown horizons.” See Cohen,
57.
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significant portion of textual space, the representation of their subjectivity in the text is
nevertheless limited by not only their inability to speak, but also by the residue of discourses on
animality that mark them as intrinsically violent. Yet another character who, like the animals, is
inextricably tied to Majnun yet whose perspective on unity likewise differs is afforded the

opportunity to speak (or to write) back, and it is to Layla’s critiques that I now turn.
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Chapter 4: Letters from Layla: Ethics and Embodiment

In a letter addressed to Majnun after they have faced many trials of separation, Layla offers
some advice. Identifying herself as a fellow, suffering lover, Layla suggests to Majnun a different
way of dealing with their shared pain than wandering and erratic movements, which have driven

him by this point in the narrative into a life amongst animals in the wilderness:

I too have that same wandering desire a ol Dbe lea 31 e
but I keep my foot fixed, stationary — Al ) siul 228 oS

it is better if the wise close their eyes . .. ¢ ..
than that weeping that brings the foe’s laughter. i ki A 4—.’/@33\:9
s JdadaaS 4 S ol )
It is better if the knowing do not recall
the grief that makes an enemy happy. Aoyl Jg\ 4Ll
And regarding yourself as you are, L8358 = ol

ou should be happy in this situation.
Y bpY st Gl 2 A 3 3 ()
It A4S e (3 L GRsA

Describing herself as having the same desire for wandering (‘ayyar), Layla comments in this
passage that she keeps herself still due to the mockery that would ensue if she were to act as
Majnun does. While the reader can immediately detect a gendered difference that informs Layla’s
actions, her subsequent advice instead invokes a more generalizable wisdom—public grief makes
Majnun vulnerable before potential enemies. Layla positions herself as an internal critic of

Majnun’s perspective, granting Majnun the truth of suffering that comes with being a lover in their

1. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 207 / 44 v. 49-52. Zanjani has this final line as:
st 4S Olea Gl 3 Bl Gl

“Still you should be happy in this world,” which would further underscore Layla’s character’s connection to the
material world. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani 115/ v. 2919.
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society, yet nevertheless recommending that he adopt a more cheerful attitude because she sees
their social surroundings differently.

Layla’s comments in her letter on potential enemies resonate with the text’s overarching
critiques on the ills of the world, and her advice to Majnun continues by offering a way of living
not only through the circumstances of their separation, but also through the suffering that ensues

from living in a world that falls short:

Do not be affected if the world turns 25 e ) shiadad
for this wheel turns time and time again. M )i_, Chay gl o oS

Do not look at the lords who sprinkle seeds ) ) 2. .
see instead how seeds arise from seeds. o4 as Kie Um’f
23 A adla adly j4S ol

Here Layla’s character takes a strikingly realist position for the medieval text, articulating that the
world is wretched because the lords of the day (dehgans)—a landholding class that signals those
with access to material wealth—will sprinkle seeds where they will.®> Yet instead of apathy or
disengagement, Layla underscores her recognition of lurking enemies and misguided lords with a
recommendation that Majnun should instead pay attention to what arises from seeds themselves.
These seeds signal Layla’s engagement with the world’s material resources to arrive at something
greater. In this chapter, I explore how Layla’s character, unlike Majnun’s emphases on suffering
and transcendence, focuses on action and engagement in the material world.

Given that ‘ishq does not just affect Majnun in Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun, what happens

when we view Layla not only as a love object, but as a lover? What is her approach to ‘ishg, and

2. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 207 / 44 v. 53-54.

3. Dehqgan can roughly be translated to landed gentry, definable at Nezami’s time through ancestral
appointments and/or lineal connections to Iranian aristocracy. For more on dehqgan identity, see Edmund Hayes, “The
Death of Kings: Group Identity and the Tragedy of Nezhad in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh,” in Iranian Studies 48, no. 3
(2015): 369-393.
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how does this affect what Nezami’s text says about ‘ishg as a whole?* Drawing attention not only
to what Layla says as a lover, but also sow she says it, | analyze the ways in which Nezam1’s text
makes use of epistolary form, which further incorporates her perspective. I address a central
motif—a series of disputations between lovers—that allows us to see the ways in which Layli and
Majnun resembles other Islamic romantic epics and that signals the fictionality embedded within
the form itself.’> This motif opens the space for elaboration on Layla’s perspective, who, through
reported speech and a letter, enters into a poet-lover’s contest with Majnun wherein she critiques
his way of approaching ‘%shq and offers an alternative view.

I argue that reading Layla as a lover entails reading her as a subject and that the
representation of her subjectivity in the text signals an engagement with corporeality that adds to
the valences of ‘ishg that I have explored throughout this project by emphasizing action. When
Layla speaks about ‘ishg, she continuously draws attention to bodies both by critiquing the ways

in which Majnun’s discourse harms her as an embodied woman and by elaborating on embodied

4. As discussed in the introduction, I leave ‘ishq (a term that has often been rendered as éros) untranslated to
historicize its usage against premodern Islamic discourses on desire. These discourses, informed by Islamic
approaches to asceticism, marriage, and sexual ethics, make different demands on the body than ancient or medieval
Christian authors’ deployment of terminology on the erotic.

5. Other Islamic romantic epics that make use of epistolary form include Nezami1’s Khosrow and Shirin and
Gorgant’s Vis and Ramin. As detailed in chapters one and two, I draw from Julie Orlemanski’s theorization of “a
hermeneutic conception of fictionality... that assumes its determination in encountering the record of past thought.”
Orlemanski’s approach to fictionality highlights various premodern societies’ engagements with the fiction-making
process, which I maintain has payoffs for reconsidering the Islamic literary landscape. In Persian literary studies, the
conversation on fictionality seems to have reached a stalemate, as J. T. P. de Bruijn has offered a position similar to
the universalist view whereby all premodern Persian narratives (dastans) can be read as fictional, while Bo Utas has
argued that there was “no indigenous term for fiction” and that premodern Persian literature thus lacks this facet of
what makes “our modern concept of literature.” While the former remains vague as to how we are to assess individual
texts, the latter risks portraying all premodern Persian readers as lacking with respect to us moderns. For a more
complete list of Islamic romantic epics with epistolary form, see T. Gandjei, “The Genesis and Definition of a Literary
Composition: The Dah-nama (*Ten love-letters),” in Der Islam Vol. 47 (1971), 65. See also Julie Orlemanski, “Who
Has Fiction? Modernity, Fictionality, and the Middle Ages,” 147; Bo Utas, “Classical Persian Literature: Fiction,
Didactics, or Intuitive Truth?,” 169-171; J. T. P. de Bruijn, “Fiction, 1,” Encyclopcedia Iranica.
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registers of ‘ishq as a form of care and as an expression of sexual desire. The text captures this
fuller representation of her perspective through lengthy passages of reported speech as well as the
experiment with epistolary form—Iliterary devices that draw attention to writing and to the act of
representation itself. Through the inclusion of Layla’s perspective on ‘ishq, Layli and Majnun adds
an ethical dimension to understandings of ‘ishq at the time by articulating love as an action that
approaches unity as something attainted in and through embodied relationships. This ethical
dimension critiques the ontological meaning of unity associated with mystical love that I explored
in the last chapter and challenges the power dynamics of the lover-beloved relationship in medieval
courtly discourse explored in chapter two by suggesting that caring and being cared for are
interconnected and shifting roles.

Although Layla draws attention to her body in her reported speech, I want to caution against
reifying these hyper-appeals to femininity with any biological certitude or as representative of an
essentially “feminine perspective” on ‘ishq. It is clear from the text that Layla points to the societal
constraints placed upon her as an embodied woman, calling attention to how the category is
constructed from without even if it is ultimately left intact. Though Layla’s speech contains
philosophical import, it is not somehow outside the logical confines of the text, as Luce Irigaray

has suggested in regards to feminine speech.® Rather than locating Layla’s speech as lover as

6. Luce Irigaray, for example, has suggested a dialectic wherein feminine speech as fluid challenges the logical
economy of signification of dominant, masculine (what she terms phallogocentric) discourse. Responding to Jacques
Lacan’s assertion that the “woman does not exist” as a signifier, Irigaray insists that the feminine has its own way of
signifying, which is tied to “fluidity” and non-linear modalities that challenge the primacy of the phallus. While
Irigaray, like Lacan, speaks on the level of language, her economy of signification relies on a polarity of masculine
and feminine ways of speaking that reinforces a binary and overdetermines the range of signifiers possible. Judith
Butler has critiqued both the ways in which Irigaray’s conception of feminine speech has the potential to reify sexual
difference, as well as subsumes “the multiplicity of cultural, social, and political intersections” underlying the category
“women” through a universalization of the feminine. Taken at the linguistic level, Butler suggests that Irigaray
performs a kind of miming by pointing out how in Plato “the feminine survives as the inscriptional space of that
phallogocentrism, the specular surface which receives the mark of a masculine signifying act only to give back a
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“intrinsically” feminine or as beyond the confines of the text’s main philosophical work, I argue
in this chapter that her perspective on ‘ishq is stitched into what the text proposes about ‘ishq as a
whole. In other words, the literary techniques of reported speech and epistolary form add a dialogic
level to the text that incorporates a novel point of view.” Instead of regarding these as merely
formal devices, I consider how the dialogic mode of the text serves as a way of cultivating ethical
subject-formation. I draw from a burgeoning field of Arabic literary studies that theorizes adab—
a term which has been rendered as “educational literature”—which emphasizes the relationship
between aesthetic appreciation and embodied behavior encoded through reading.® Making ethical
demands, Nezami’s text portrays Layla in a way that reimagines inherited understandings of the
romantic relationship, which is part of the text’s larger ethical project.

I open this chapter with contemporaneous Islamic ethical literature (akhlag) to think about
how different kinds of bodies were expected to love in premodern Islamic contexts, and the social
structure underlying these conceptions. Reading selections from Ahmad ibn Miskawayh’s (d.

1030) Refinement of Character (Tahdhib al-akhldg) and Abu Hamid al-Ghazali’s (d. 1111)

(false) reflection and guarantee of phallogocentric self-sufficiency, without making any contribution of its own.” For
Butler this kind of work is useful in a deconstructive, rather than constructive vein, which ends in positing a universal
feminine. For my purposes, Butler’s critique of Irigaray’s deployment of the feminine is helpful for not reifying the
category, and yet their return to Irigaray points to the need to address persistent associations of femininity with
materiality. See Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 86-111 and Judith
Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1990), 19, and Bodies that Matter (New York: Routledge, 1993), 131.

7.1 draw loosely from Mikhail Bakhtin’s approach to the novelty of heteroglossia. Bakhtin’s focus on the novel
creates a teleological narrative, yet his usage of heteroglossia is helpful for unpacking Islamic romantic epic’s
incorporation of multiple perspectives through their literary form that creates a dialogic arena not just between Layla
and Majnun, but also between the narratorial perspective and the characters as well. See Bakhtin, The Dialogic
Imagination, 47-92.

8. As a polysemic term, adab weds ethics and aesthetics, and scholars have offered translations such as
“educational literature,” “Bildung,” or ‘paideia,” as more proximate terms than “literature.” My reading of Layla’s
role is informed by transtemporal, intersecting lenses of ethics in Saba Mahmood’s work, premodern Islamic ethics,
as well as in Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson’s work on the ethics of caring queerly, each of which provides ways
of unpacking the ethical work of Layli and Majnun as a text of adab. On adab more broadly, see the introduction as
well as Sarah bin Tyeer, The Qur'an and the Aesthetics of Premodern Arabic Prose, 15-18; Hoda El Shakry, The
Literary Qur'an: Narrative Ethics in the Maghreb, 17-19; Michael Allen, “How Adab Became Literary: Formalism,
Orientalism and the Institutions of World Literature,” 196.
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Alchemy of Happiness (Kimyd-ye Sa ‘adat) alongside Zahra Ayubi’s recent analysis of masculinity
in classical Islamic ethics, I show how these texts imagine lovers as elite male figures whose
highest expression of love was a homosocial relationship between allegedly self-sufficient beings
in the polis, largely following an Aristotelian model. I build on Ayubi’s critique that ethical
refinement as imagined by premodern ethicists entails the utilization of others by demonstrating
how these texts occlude mutuality from the definitional activities of a lover.” I then sketch Layla’s
presence in the Arabic materials wherein she serves both as a foil for Majnun’s character and as a
lover with an alternative approach even though she is not yet a titular character. Drawing from
Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson’s insights on caring queerly, I turn to Layli and Majnun and
argue that the text’s positioning of Layla as lover through reported speech and a letter can be seen
not only as a kind of inclusive move, but as part of its vision of a different kind of social structure
that allows for mutual care in the romantic relationship.!® Layla as lover not only critiques
Majnun’s approach to ‘ishq, but also channels ‘ishg’s potency towards action, which suggest the
ways in which Islamic romantic epics put forth a novel way of considering ‘ishq’s polysemy.
I. Ishq and ethics

In her comparative reading of Islamic romantic epics, Julie Scott Meisami turns to the

ethicist Nasir ad-Din Tust’s (d. 1274) conception of love as a way of contextualizing the

9. Drawing on the work of al-Ghazali (d. 1111), Nasir ad-Din Tas1 (d. 1274) and Jalal ad-Din Davani (d. 1502),
Zahra Ayubi points to a persistent tripartite cosmology of Islamic virtue ethics wherein refinement occurs at the levels
of the self, the domestic economy, and the political economy. See Zahra Ayubi, Gendered Morality: Classical Islamic
Ethics of the Self, Family, and Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 6-12.

10. Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson point out the ways in which caring labor today generally occurs within
industries that typically employ not only women, but workers of other marginalized backgrounds. Specifically, I am
drawing from Crosby and Jakobson’s conceptualization of caring queerly as a type of interrelation that rethinks ethical
possibility and political economy in light of the critique of the liberal subject. Although their primary example focuses
on revaluing domestic laborers in the modern nation-state, their insights on care as a mutual recognition of need offers
a way of approaching premodern discourses on the self that question the primacy of the rational faculty. See Cristina
Crosby and Janet Jakobson, “Disability, Debility, and Caring Queerly,” 77-88.
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philosophical import of the genre. Meisami points to TisT’s definition of love in the Akhlag-e
Nasiri as “the ‘yearning for synthesis’ that arises from man’s ‘natural direction towards perfection’
and from his awareness that he cannot achieve this goal in isolation.”!! Such a definition of love
for Meisami undergirds her understanding of the romantic epic as an “exemplary narrative of

2

profound ethical significance,” which encourages the reader to undertake their own quest for
perfection.!? While this definition works for texts with slightly happier endings, Meisami struggles
to explain Layli and Majnun as a narrative about the perfectibility of the self and she suggests
instead that it is a story plagued by its “moral passivity,” which is doubly unfortunate for its female
protagonist, Layla.'?

Most scholars have read Layla as a passive figure and hence non-exemplary. In her analysis
of Nezam1’s prior work, Khosrow and Shirin, Fatemeh Keshavarz praises the portrayal of Shirin
as she travels from country to country on horseback, inherits the throne, and rejects a king’s
marriage proposal, leading her to the interpretation that Shirin “defies the Orientalist invention of
Muslim womanhood.”'* When confronted with a character like Shirin, Keshavarz argues, critics
are forced to break from Orientalizing stereotypes of Muslim or, by her extension, Middle Eastern
women as passive, non-assertive, or lacking agency. Citing the critic Saidi Sirjani, Keshavarz

upholds Shirin as a model of feminine self-assertion and suggests that scholars of classical Persian

literature look to see “how many Shirins, as opposed to Laylis, are found.”!> Similarly, in Fedwa

11. Julie Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 137.

12. Tbid, 130.

13. Ibid, 162.

14. Although Keshavarz interestingly notes comparisons Nezami1 draws between Shirin and his wife in the
introduction to Khosrow and Shirin, she does not draw attention to the fact that Shirin, according to the story, is an
Armenian princess. See Fatemeh Keshavarz, “Taming the Unruly King: Nezamt's Shirin as Lover and Educator,” in
Guity Nashat, ed, Women in Iran From the Rise of Islam to 1800 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 193.

15. Sirjani’s work Sima-yi Du Zan (Portraits of Two Women) interestingly compares Layla and Shirin by way
of suggesting that Shirin was wholly Nezam1’s creation and therefore more of an assertive protagonist. Keshavarz,
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Malti-Douglas’ insightful book on women’s discourse in Arabo-Islamic writing, figures such as
Shahrezad of the A Thousand and One Nights shine over and above Layla in their ability to assert
control over narrative space.! On the other hand, Asghar Seyed-Gohrab’s analysis of Layla’s
response to an unwanted husband on their wedding night—a forceful slap that knocks him
unconscious—demonstrates the ways in which Layla too can be viewed as an active female

protagonist.!”

While these critical evaluations differ, I suggest that viewing Layla as either passive
or active relies upon a view of the subject as politically and morally autonomous, a view which,
as Saba Mahmood argues, is informed by modern, liberal discourse and which typically construes
the agency of feminine subjects in terms of resistance to the long history of patriarchal norms.!®
While I agree with Meisami that the romantic epic encourages philosophical interpretation,
I argue that Islamic romantic epics like Layli and Majnun offer a critique of the kind of social

structure proposed by ethicists such as Tus1. The akhlag genre envisions the perfectibility of the

self as a process of the proper ordering of things, which begins with a tripartite division of the

however, critiques Sirjani for his “immediate political purpose in that (he) provides social commentary directed at the
ideal of womanhood in postrevolutionary Iran” even though she agrees with the relative valuation between the two
female protagonists. Instead of a comparison based on activity/passivity in movement, I suggest that we shift the frame
to thinking of these characters in their capacities as lovers tied to various cultural understandings of love. See Ali
Akbar Saidi Sirjani, Sima-yi du zan: shirin va layli dar khamsah-i Nezami ganjavi (Tehran: Nashr-i Naw Avaran,
1991) and Keshavarz, 195.

16. Fedwa Malti-Douglas highlights the ways in which women’s voices are “indissolubly tied to sexuality and
to the body” in what she terms Arabo-Islamic writing. Yet Malti-Douglas’ interest is in women who use such means
for subversion, which allows for locating femininist exemplars in the distant past but does not allow for inclusion of
a figure like Layla whose primary displays of agency are not through subversion. See Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Women’s
Body, Women’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arago-Islamic Writing (Princeton: Princeton Legacy Library, 1991),
27-28.

17. See Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, “#MeToo in Persian Poetry,” Leiden Medievalists Blog, last modified
November 24, 2017. http://leidenmedievalistsblog.nl/contributors/asghar-seyed-gohrab.

18. Although many have raised the critique of the modern, liberal subject as autonomous, my approach is
informed by Saba Mahmood’s critique of liberal approaches to agency as well as her engagement with Judith Butler’s
conception of resignification. The type of care that Layla displays does contest masculine forms of desire that
resembles something like resistance and Mahmood’s conception of norms helps with understanding the significance
of the body in caring labor and in the development of Layla’s subjectivity through norms. See Saba Mahmood, Politics
of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 21-28.
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faculties of the soul. For medieval Islamic ethicists, the soul (nafs) should be governed by the
rational faculty (qowwat-e ‘aql), which keeps the irascible faculty (qowwat-e ghazb)—the faculty
corresponding to the heart and emotions—and the concupiscent faculty (gowwat-e shahwat)—the
faculty corresponding to the liver and nutrition—under its control.!” In her analysis of Ghazali’s
Kimiya-ye Sa ‘dadat, Tust’s Akhldag-e Nasirt, and Davant’s (d. 1502) Akhlag-e Jalali, Zahra Ayubi
shows how these ethicists mirror this tripartite division of the self with a tripartite vision of ethical
society. Each of these ethicists extend the supremacy of the rational faculty to the level of the
domestic economy through the patriarchal governance of the family and to the level of politics
through the naturalized rule by ethical men in the governance of the polis.?’ Although specific
terminology changes with the specific philosophical and religious commitments of each ethicist,
this underlying social structure remains remarkably consistent.

Miskawayh’s Tahdhib al-akhldaq (Refinement of Character) offers an early example of how
and where love as a virtue fits into this vision of the ideal self and its underlying social structure
and it was readily available at the time of the emergence of Nezami’s text.?! From Miskawayh’s
text, we can see how a foundational ethical text defines and ranks different forms of love and
friendship. Miskawayh defines friendship (saddga) as the highest form of love (mahabba), which
is perhaps lacking in the intensity of ‘ishq but safeguarded from ‘ishq’s associations with pleasure

or utility.?? Friendship is more properly understood as related to love (mahabba) and affection

19. For a full diagram of these faculties within the terminology of various philosophical schools see Ayubi,
Gendered Morality, 77.

20. The mirroring between the ideal arrangement of the faculties of the self and that of society writ large follows
a model wherein the human is the microcosm of a macrocosmic order. In this model, the hierarchy of the faculties of
the self is reflected in a hierarchical cosmic order wherein animals, plant life, women, and non-elite men are thought
to be in need of governance. See Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 70-71.

21. These texts served as student manuals, which led to their influence on the later tradition.

22.
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(mawadda) and for Miskawayh it avoids association with ill intentions and is instead identified
with loving the good (al-khayr) intrinsically. To love the good intrinsically, the lover must
definitionally be able to go beyond forms of relations that are attached to pleasure or use, and
thereby have the capacity to relate to others without these motives in mind.

Miskawayh subsequently makes clear that these lovers of intrinsic good are virtuous people
who represent a specific subset of the population that excludes the young, the common people, or
“those who are not wise.”?> While Miskawayh does not identify who these imagined virtuous
people are, he does point to who they are not, which signals the ways in which the idea of loving
the good intrinsically is made possible by a hierarchically stratified society. Although it is not clear
immediately who “those who are not wise” are besides the young, Miskawayh later draws from a

climate-based framework to suggest that all those who live in the upper and lower regions of the
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“And friendship is a type of love (mahabba), but it concerns something more particular, which is affection in its very

essence. It cannot take place amongst a large group like love. Ishq is excess of love and it concerns something more

particular than affection and that is because it can only occur between two people. It does not occur because of use or

that which is composed of the useful and something else, but rather it occurs for the lover of pleasure to excess or the

lover of the good to excess - one of these two is blameworthy, while the other is laudable.” Ibn Miskawayh, Tahdhib
al-akhlag (Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayah, 1961), 128.

23.

il 5 i) b s Lagias 3 sl Auiall s omiial Y 5 i U 8300 )55 Y gl Lmny pguimms JLAY) e

5 sbuil) 5 ANanlly | 580 5 Liany aguiany eacai 5 A Jlie V5 Adlliie agins OS5 Al Aulial) 03gd DAY anaal caal 13 dyuadl)

ol (e ol sadl g Silaa ¥l ABlaay Figraly | aed S ax gr A g AN BaI ) g Aapalll 8 (g gl 1 5yl B3l A

AA:\M).\:;e.@...a\)cbé\.%\s;lh).\aj\u)ﬂﬂ\}}Mngﬂ\dﬁYU}M@juH;Yﬁuy(ﬁ:&a-l

“But the love of virtuous people for one another is not from external pleasure or use but rather from the essential
correlation between them, which is seeking the good and searching for virtue. If one of them loves the other for this
reason, there cannot be discord or disputes between them and some of them advise the others and they arrive at justice
(al- ‘adalat) and equality (al-tasawi) in seeking the good and this equality in friendly advice and will for the good is
what unites their multiplicity... The young, the common people, and those who are not wise (hakim) do not rely upon
friendship because they love and befriend out of pleasure and use and they do not know the good in its true nature and
their motives are not correct.” Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhlag, 133-134.
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earth are lacking in rationality.?* With this in mind it becomes clear that Miskawayh’s category of
virtuous people excludes not only the young and the common folk, but also racialized groups of
the medieval Islamic landscape.?® These exclusions show not only the limited range of subjects
who have the capacity to be virtuous, but also how these virtuous people’s choice of loving the
good intrinsically is predicated on a hierarchical social structure that ranks peoples and groups
based on their perceived rationality.

Turning to Ghazali’s (d. 1111) Alchemy of Happiness, a text that was circulating in Persian
during Nezam1’s lifetime, the language of “loving the good intrinsically” is recast in a specifically
religious vein, yet the social structure underlying the ability to undertake this voluntary action
remains. Instead of appeals to the young, Ghazali contrasts the rationality of virtuous men with the
baseness of animals as well as the weakness and vulnerability of women.?® Such a marked contrast
reinforces not only how women were excluded from the category of the virtuous subject
envisioned by these texts, but also how the akhlag genre relied upon a heteronormative family
structure as a mirror to its tripartite division of the soul. As Ayubi’s analysis has shown, Ghazali’s
model results in an instrumental vision of the ideal wife, who in addition to her beauty, devotion,

and respectable lineage, should take care of the domestic labor so that the virtuous subject can

24. When separating the human from the animal based on animals’ lack of rationality, Miskawayh states “the
first rank in the human realm, which touches the limit of the animal realm, is the rank of the people who dwell in the
farthest parts of the inhabited world both to the north and to the south, such as the remotest Turks in the countries of
Gog and Magog and the remotest Negroes (a/-zanj) which are distinguished from apes to a slight degree only.” (trans.
Zurayk) See Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhldg, 74 and Constantine Zurayk, The Refinement of Character (Beirut:
American University of Beirut, 1968), 61.

25. After the Abbasid translation movement, many early Islamic thinkers adopted a Hellenistic model of
different “climes” or climates producing humoral differences in the human body that resulted in not only different
complexions, but also different mental capacities. See Rachel Schine, “Race and Blackness in Early Islamic Thought,”
Center for Religion & the Human, Indiana University (2021): https://crh.indiana.edu/teaching-religion-in-
public/engaging-religion/teaching-modules/schine-module.html

26. Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 79.
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“attend to the work of the hereafter.”?’ As such, the loftier work of contemplating the hereafter
relies directly upon the utilization of others to meet basic needs. The ideal wife gives “leave” to
the ethical subject, and Ghazalt assumes this labor as natural based upon the assumptions that the
ethical subject is male and that his wife is limited in her rational capacity.

Similar to Miskawayh, Ghazali associates the highest forms of love with friendship, which
ranks immediately beneath the love of the divine for itself. When Ghazali turns to the behavior of
the ethical subject in the public sphere, it is striking that he uses the same terminology of men
giving “leave” to other men, but this time the action is cast not as natural but as voluntary. For
example, Ghazali imagines ethical subjects giving “leave” to “a person to whom he gives bread
and clothes” or to his wife specifically “for the reason of bringing forth children” and “as an act of

charity.”?® As Ayubi has discussed at length, Ghazali here imagines ethical subjects giving “leave”

27.
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“The fourth benefit is that the wife takes care of the house and completes the work of cooking, sweeping, and washing.
For if a man becomes occupied with these, he will be kept from knowledge, work, and worship. For this reason, the
wife is a friend on the path of faith. For this reason Abu Sulayman Darani has said, “A good wife is not from this
world, she is of the hereafter.” In other words, she gives you leave so that you can attend to the work of the hereafter.”
See Abt Hamid al-Ghazalt, Kimiya-e Sa ‘adat, ed. Hossein Khadivjam (Tehran: Ketabhaaye Jibi, 1975), 305-306. This
passage also trans. Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 130.

28.
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“If he loves a person to whom he gives bread and clothes and leave such that that person may engaged with worship,
then this is love of the divine because his intention is giving leave for worship. Many of the scholars and worshippers
have had loving friendships with the rich and powerful for this purpose and both of them are among the friends of
God. Additionally, if one loves one’s own wife for keeping him from degradation or for the reason of bringing forth
children who pray good prayers for him, then this is love for the divine and every amount expended on her is an act
of charity.” Ghazali, Kimiya-e Sa ‘adat, 394.
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to other ethical subjects as an action whose voluntarism is opposed to the utilization of the ideal
wife whose domestic labor inevitably gives “leave.”?® Building on Ayubi’s critique, I argue that
Ghazal1’s other example of who the ethical subject gives leave to—a person in need of bread and
clothes—demonstrates that Ghazali envisions this voluntary action as existing within a power
dynamic wherein the ethical subject only and always provides for others. This power dynamic
precludes Ghazali from seeing the ethical subject as also having needs, needs which are already
being met by those assumed as hierarchically lesser in the social structure that these ethicists
envision.

In contrast, Layli and Majnun endorses Layla’s position as a lover and as a subject, even
as this position thwarts a normative vision of the domestic economy. The text’s envisioning of her
as a lover accompanies its vision of a different set of social relations. Layla’s actions as a lover as
build outwards from a view of the subject as both in need and needing, which establishes a
foundation for a very different set of social relations than those imagined by contemporaneous
ethical treatises. When viewed in this light, Layla’s actions as a caring lover stem from a model of
the subject that is also quite different from the kind assumed by modern critics who consistently
read her as passive, and it is to the framing of her subjectivity in Layli and Majnun and in its Arabic
predecessors that [ now turn.

I1. Layla in the Arabic sources

If we shift our lens for viewing Layla away from a modern, liberal view of subjectivity, I

maintain we can get a fuller sense of Layla’s character. The development of her presence is limited

in the Arabic material given the fact that the earliest sources are quasi-biographical accounts that

29. Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 183.
218



mainly explore Majnun’s life. Yet even in these sources there is a sense of Layla’s multifaceted
presence as she both inhabits and transgresses norms through her position as a fellow poet-lover.
The earliest poetic lines attributed to Layla concern her insistence that Majnun keeps their love
secret. In the Book of Songs, these lines appear after the lovers are introduced amidst a scene where
Majnun competes with another attractive young man named Munazil for Layla’s attention as she
sits amongst a group of young women. When Layla diverts her attention, Majnun loses his color

out of jealousy, and then Layla recites:

In front of people, we both appear with hatred Lazs ol Hedad UDIS
Yet each for his companion is firm iS4 daalia 2ie (K 9
Eyes were revealing us in what we .waﬁ)ted G Jj Las & guall = 3.5
Yet hearts store the secret of affection s L e
Ofa s 5h 23 llll A

Layla insists on a secrecy that can be betrayed by glances, which recalls the register of courtly love
poetics I detailed in chapter two. Layla speaks of passion (hawd), which she knows to be
threatening to her society’s kinship structure. The first line is quoted verbatim in Ibn Qutayba’s

Book of Poetry and Poets and a slightly altered version is in the Diwan. *' The replication of this

30. Isfahani vol. 2, 14.
31.

Lk il Dglan 8 5
e daalia Mo (K

Ll Lag ) sanll L 385

O (s3h & onlel) A
“Before people, we appear with hatred
yet each one for his companion is firm

eyes have revealed us in what we wanted
yet in our hearts is the hidden desire.”

This occurs in a rapid interchange in the Diwan that describes the lovers’ meeting after Majnun says a nostalgic couplet
about living together amongst flocks of sheep. In Ibn Qutayba, the line is quoted similarly after Majnun’s line about
the flocks, although Ibn Qutayba first states that Majnun grew up, adding a temporal dimension to when the need for
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line across the earliest sources indicates that secrecy is a key element to Layla’s ability to be a
fellow lover while maintaining the norms expected of her in a society whose kinship structure is
built around maintaining familial honor.

In the Book of Poetry and Poets, Layla’s character primarily function as a foil for Majnun’s
ardent passion. This becomes clear in how her character is woven into the anecdotes nearly
anonymously. For example, the entry gives a detailed account from an anonymous trader of the
Murra tribe as he passes through the Najd region.’> When the trader is caught in the rain, the entry

reports his conversation with a local woman:

She said, “Oh servant of God, what regions of the Najd ik g aad 23 () A ae |y el
did you pass through?” ’ LIS culé
I said, “All of it.” Sla ;\j).} s AN
She said, “With whom did you stay there?” T e
I said, “With Band ‘Amir.” ) e Gy i
She sighed deeply and then said, “With whom of Banii e gl Al S5 g lamiall Cuavis
‘Amir?” G paiald i jall i culss
I said, “With Banii 1-Harish.” il gl a4l M At 8 SN Cima @ A5
She weeped and then said, “Did you hear mention of a il o 4 s pete 8 5 d: Mr‘:

outh among them that is called Qays and his nickname . . ‘ T
2; Majnﬁn?”g Quy Al & plas g 4l 5 anly <l 35l 5 o) calid
I said, “Yes, by god, I stayed with his father and went to Al b lls
him and looked upon him.” pedy Vg Jamy Y s gl e (550 ALl el 8 aney B
She said, “What is his state?”’ Lot L 5y ’\J\.di iy Sud Al SN Oi YI

I said, “He wanders in that desert plain with the beasts,
not realizing or understanding anything except when
Layla is mentioned to him and he weeps and recites
poems in which he speaks of her.”*3

Through this conversation between an anonymous trader and woman, the entry shows that Majnun

has become a local legend—affirmed through the details of his life amongst the beasts and his

secrecy arises. Though the circumstances of when Layla’s line on secrecy is quoted changes, its overall meaning each
time reinforces how her character abides by the rule of secrecy and aims to quell Majnun’s public transgressions. See
Diwan, 50-53 and Ibn Qutayba, 374.

32. The Murra family were a family of prominence during the arrival of Islam. See Ella Landau-Tresson,
“Murra,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, 2" ed., edited by P. Bearman et al. Leiden: Brill Online.
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 5546

33. Ibn Qutayba, 374.
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poetry about Layla—that attracts the attention of those passing through. Together, these two
speakers discursively produce the wondrousness of Majnun’s state, and the anecdote serves to
recapitulate specificities such as Majnun’s birth name and his natal tribe.

Yet this reported conversation does not end here. The woman is revealed to be Layla

herself, and she further affirms Majnun’s anguish:

She then raised the curtain that was between me and her Lelia e ol jaB 48l 13 Ly An yiul) Cud
whereupon I saw a moon-face, the like of which I had & Sl 38 L8 O 4 5 casids e el PRERERR:
never seen before and she wept and wailed until I thought, T L QE Lo ) 58 401 (s L) B.i Al L ) i

by god, that her heart would be broken and I said, “Oh e s . - ) <
woman, do you not fear God? I did not say a wretched B a5 caill g 1S e Jall el e S 5k

thing!” And she remained in that state of weeping and i}
wailing for a long while. Then she said: :):C\S &ghadll s &l Yi
o 8 Ok G 0B e
Would that I knew while calamities are many when Qay’s
saddle would be readied for return NEGY él'j" 3 Y e i
ailia 41 Jasd, A1 ) gV

I ransom my soul for the one who does not prepare his - T (‘J oS ons

saddle for the one not protected by God is lost .
Al b il (e gl Bl Lald Lgale e s O S

Then she wept until she fainted and when she regained Lad ad dpu 3l e dple A gdiall [SREATE P
consciousness I said, “And who are you, o maiden of Las 5 Jie ¥ lee Jagdaile Lgiia Jia il
God?”

She said, “I am Layla who has caused his misfortune and
does not console him.” I have never seen sadness and
anguish, nor passion (wajd) like hers.>*

Layla’s own weeping brings admonishment from the anecdote’s speaker—his questioning of
Layla’s piety or fear (fagwa) indicates how he views Layla’s behavior as exceeding the norm of
what is expected of a woman in their society. This is further underscored by his observation on her
ecstasy or ardor (wajd), which, alongside her poetry, positions Layla as a lover. Yet the focal point
of this anecdote, as affirmed by Layla’s final comment, remains on Majnun’s suffering, and the

revelation of her character is mainly in service of Majnun’s story.

34. Tbn Qutayba, 374.
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Different aspects of Layla’s character emerge in the Book of Songs and the Diwan. Layla’s
critiques in these sources come through the mediums of messengers and writing, which serves as
a prelude to how her character is more fully developed in Layli and Majnun. Her prowess as a
fellow poet-lover comes to the fore in the Book of Songs when Qays b. Darth—a fellow ‘udhri
poet whose homosocial bond with Majnun I explored in chapter two—encounters her after meeting
Majnun in the desert. Qays b. Darth proceeds to relay to her Majnun’s greeting, which spurs an

angry response:

Then Qays b. Darih left and when he reached Layla he 4 chlled il Y,l.....a Sl s T20Y (R o (anad

greeted her and said who he was. Phala elli ol Sl

She s;a}ifi tO?,I}im, “God bless you, are you in need of i )LIA Sl ey ‘5.‘1“); e o) ans J8
mething? { ;¢ - e

;?e sZid, ‘gYes, your cousin sent me to you with greeting.” A Al il Cale 5l 4l Jal i€ L‘“‘%‘M o~

She bowed and then said, “If I knew you were his Sl 8 Cyl )l e

messenger, [ would not have welcomed you. Say to him

from me, ‘what about your saying: EiP) rf‘i L Jll 4“ &l

QIS ad (Bl . e

A night refused in al-Ghayl, O mother of Malik, § ?SS
for you, anything but true love is a lie Sl 21 L i L Y
But an echo remains, O mother of Malik, S C‘UM 4 i Labl (s3ia
that goes wherever the wind goes’ ) )
o oxa 512 Ja s Son Al o JAN A e il
Tell me about the night in al-Ghayl, which night was it? ¢l o Sls e of Jual)
Have I ever been alone with you in al-Ghayl or
elsewhere, day or night?”%

Instead of affirming Majnun’s passion, Layla foregrounds the potential of slander in his discourse.
In her anger, she recalls a poem attributed to Majnun that may have indicated a physical tryst
between the lovers, and Layla’s refutation indicates her awareness of a need to protect her own
honor within her society. Unlike Majnun’s ability to transgress, Layla’s actions as a lover differ

due to her different social position.

35. Isfahani, vol. 2, 94.
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The anecdote continues with Qays b. Darih defending Majnun, which results in Layla’s

entrance into the field of poet-lover rivalry:

Qays said to her, “Oh cousin, people recall his words for L e e a1l ol o) ac Al e Lol Jlad

other than what he wanted, do not be like them. He related Jusd) AL &l sl all e aglia 5 6S5 DU )
that he saw you the night he passed al-Ghayl and you stole e o e 451 Y dudss i
his heart. He did not mean you harm.” e Tt
(He said) She bowed for a long time and her tears were (’:’ . \'@S"S‘ 9‘“5 63;3 Lee 5a35 Sy sha Qﬁ)‘%'u d\a
falling while she held them back. .. then she said, “Send A5 1l pudiy Al J8 g Sl we cl e 1A lE
greetings to my cousin, and say to him, ‘By God, my cld Jaba Y oSy aai e 348l el gaa g )
ecstasy for you is greater than yours, but I have no way of

getting to you.””®

As explored in chapter two, Layla indicates competitiveness in her speech as she claims to Qays
b. Darth that her ecstasy (wajd) is greater than Majnun’s own. This positions her as an ‘udhri poet
herself, and her suffering is in fact intensified by her gendered inability to move. Although her
anger seems to be abated by Qays b. Darih’s explanation of audience misinterpretation, Layla
nevertheless appears here as more multidimensional than in Ibn Qutayba’s account.

The Diwan expands upon this aspect of Layla’s perspective as communicated through the
medium of messengers by indicating how her voice changes when presented in written form.
Amongst the anecdotes in the latter half of the Diwan, i.e., once separation has been definitively
established and Majnun has retreated to live in the wilderness, there is the following anecdote

about a man who happens upon Layla on his way to visit Majnun’s kinsmen:

36. Isfahani, vol. 2, 94.
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A man passed by Layla when she was standing at the door | ;4] cullas Liba by e 438l y a5 b Say of
of her tent and ’s’he saiq to“him, “Where are you gofr}g, OE Sba) s dle iy Sl JlE S e Gy g5 ol
servant of God?” He said, “I am going to the tribe of ‘Amr, J i el ey
and she sighed deeply and then cried and began reciting: 5 SO

Oh rider not slackening in his mount A-"‘-‘LA @)‘u\ &SI
rise and take to him some of what I feel. 3;\ Lo (a2 (;u; Osinal 56

People did not see the ecstasy that encompasses them

and my ecstasy for him is above what they feel. BIyos st

1saas s 334y oadss Y
I love to satisfy him, until the end of my days )
I strive in his friendship and affection. 4835 A ‘_5_1\ golay A
AEAT ALY DAt ed5
Then she wrote to Majnun by that man and she said:

And you who failed me in what you promised me llEs Ja ey &0 s J ) i v’:
you caused your blamer to take pleasure at my misfortune. . )
Siae 5l el pa) il

You exposed me before people. then you left me PRAEERIE ba - sl
for them as a target thrown while you are secure.

If speech were writing the body, ‘:—‘:‘5)3 e U*‘L;ﬂ ‘;‘SJ)“J
my body became wounded from the speech of slanderers.*’ Al &l el L ad

15 38 2Ll 285 Y 38 5 5l
S BLABN J 38 (e (oaleny

This interchange places on display two very different types of poetic voices. In the first, Layla
proclaims to be a lover in a couplet that could be read as composed by one who was skilled in the
vocabulary of love poetics—not only does she employ various terms for degrees of love, such as
affection (mawadda), love (hubb), and ecstasy (wajd) with some specificity, but also she plays
with the various meanings of the w/j/d root to draw attention to connected nuances of meaning of

finding, feeling, and being ecstatic in love.*®-Yet then when Layla decides to write a kind of letter

37. Diwan, 244-245.

38. Michael Sells has explored the range of meanings in the w/j/d root as connected to the poetics of mystical
union. Sells demonstrates how mystics such as ‘Abd al-Kartm ibn Hawazin al-Qushayr1 (d. 1074) and Abi I-Qasim
al-Junayd (d. 910) play with the various meanings of the words derived from the root - “wajd (ecstasy, finding) and
wujiid (ecstatic existentiality, found existentiality, founded existentiality).” In this couplet attributed to Layla, the play
with existential meanings alongside a more common valence of ecstatic love can be detected from shift between
nominal and verbal uses of the term. See Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism, 98, 252.
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to Majnun, the tone changes and her poetry attacks not him as a beloved, as often is the case in the
poetry of the famous wudhri lovers, but rather his discourse on love itself as exposing her to
slanderers. Making an appeal to the social, Layla draws attention to her body as the site that is
ultimately harmed when exposed by Majnun’s poetic discourse. This shift in tone coincides with
the fact that the second attribution is supposedly written and thus offers a different kind of space
from which Layla’s perspective emerges. The fact that Layla expresses herself through writing
may have reflected historical realities on gendered modes of participation in the literary sphere in
the early medieval period, although given the lack of historical data on women’s writerly
production and female literacy, it is difficult to assert this with any certainty.’® Instead of reading
these texts for historical information, I bring forth this writerly dimension to show that it is through
the incorporation of a different kind of formal space that the reader gains access to Layla’s
perspective, which both inhabits the norm of proper behavior for a woman in a society that traffics
in women and which presses against it, albeit secretly through her position as a lover. The space
of Layla communicating with messengers is extended in Layli and Majnun as Layla, now a titular
character, gains textual prominence.
I11. Layla’s position in Layli and Majnun

Layla’s character throughout Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun is framed by commentary on the

ways in which her interiority is at odds with her exterior appearance, which further illuminates the

39. Anver Giladi points to the fact that thinkers such as Muhammad Sahniin (d. 870) warned against
coeducation, indicating that “girls were not entirely absent from institutions of elementary education (kuttabs).”
Manuela Marin moreover postulates that, broadly speaking, “it was only in the context of scholarly or high-class
families that women were allowed to introduce themselves into the world of specialized learning, taking advantage of
the fact that they could be taught by the male members of their families.” This historical backdrop offers a
contextualization of Layla as a kind of upper-class, fairly educated woman. See Anver Giladi, “Gender differences in
child rearing and education: some preliminary observations with reference to medieval Muslim thought,” in Al-
Qantara 16, 2 (1995): 301 and Manuela Marin, “Women, Gender, and Sexuality,” in The New Cambridge History of
Islam, ed. Robert Irwin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 372.
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associations of her character with secrecy inherited from the Arabic material. When taken at
surface level, such contradictions lend themselves to an interpretation of Layla as deceptive.
Deception is a common charge raised against feminine actors in premodern Islamic literatures, and
it is often associated with trickery or guile (kayd).*® Guile, although it appears with reference to
masculine figures as well, is more typically cast in a negative light when associated with
essentialist statements about femininity.*! Such a generic assessment of a proclivity towards
deception can be detected from a common saying about Layla’s “inherently” untrustworthy
proclivities that compares her to a poorly mixed yogurt drink (diigh) by stating “be aware of
Layla’s diigh, its yogurt is little and its water is much (aman aman az diigh-e layli, mastash kam o
abash khayli).”** Yet as Farzaneh Milani and others have shown, even as deception is often
essentialized as feminine, it can also carry simultaneously positive connotations, which are
underscored by its Qur’anic usage to describe certain actions of the deity.*’ These positive
valuations typically indicate a necessity of striving to comprehend a hidden, internal meaning.
Layli and Majnun plays with the trope of woman as inherently deceitful only to dismiss it
as an untrustworthy opinion. This occurs when a messenger comes to give Majnun the news of

Layla’s marriage. The messenger declares that Layla has not remained loyal (vafa) and adds, “the

40. For a review of the history of associations of femininity with guile in and beyond Islamic texts, see Gayane
Merguerian and Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Zulaykha and Yusuf: Whose ‘Best Story’?” in International Journal of Middle
East Studies Vol. 29, No. 4 (Nov. 1997): 487-488.

41. One main example in Persian literature is FirdawsT’s portrayal of Sudabah who explicates her role as wicked
stepmother by stating that “all our privations come from women’s wiles.” For further examples, see Farzaneh Milani,
“The Mediatory Guile of the Nanny in Persian Romance,” Iranian Studies Vol. 32, No. 2 (Spring 1999): 182.

42. My thanks to John Perry for sharing this saying. For further evidence of the usage of this phrase, see the
popular satirical news channel, Simay Azadi “Aman az digh-e Layli,” Simay Azadi TV, last modified January 24,
2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P1rgVqVGz60&ab channel=SimayAzadiTV

43. There are at least thirty-four uses of the k/y/d root in the Qur’an, many of which refer to God’s actions. See
for example Q 68:45 when the deity assures the Prophet on the destruction of those who reject his message, by stating
that “T only delay their end for a while, indeed my plan is firm.” See also Shalom Goldman, The Wiles of Women/The
Wiles of Men (New York: State University of New York Press, 1995), 48.
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ways of women are faithful and true / their deceit is extensive and accrues,” thereby adding an
accusation of deception to the already fraught charge of infidelity.** Such a remark turns the value
of loyalty—a value persistently upheld by the text as central—on its head while crediting Layla
with its opposite, deception. Majnun, upon hearing these words, faints and then tackles this
messenger out of anger, who then confesses that all he has said was a lie. The trope of inherent
feminine deception is thus rehearsed and then quickly dismissed by the text to show that there is
something else going on with Layla’s contradictory behavior.

The text repeatedly signals Layla’s interiority through the deployment of the imagery of
blood that cuts through long descriptive passages her external beauty. When Layla first appears,
the text offers typical features of her beauty such as a small mouth, dark and copious curly hair,
and an attractive mole, only to add that “her rosy face was nourished by blood in her mother’s milk
/ blessed with the kohl from her mother’s black pupils.”** A similar transition occurs in a later
episode dedicated to a lengthy description of Layla’s beauty, wherein the text states “yet despite

this heart-stealing dalliance / her heart became bloodied from this kindness.”*® Both instances draw

44,
a0 2 Gl O sl

This comment comes after a lengthier speech that declares women to be the enemy and to be consistently at odds with
man’s desires. Unfortunately, this happens by way of an internalized anti-blackness—the messenger is described as
black (siyahi) and like a demon (div), making it clear to the reader, in problematic ways, that he too is not to be trusted.
See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 163-164.
45.
ESTBUBTV ISR IEEEISS
JJJ])AL&J\‘}H})MJA&

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 78 / 12 v. 67.
46.
s g sl cpl b
Slee ) B 25 05
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attention to Layla’s suffering interiority (the former perhaps highlighting her mother’s suffering
as well) through appeals to blood, which is set against a more amorous external appearance. By
illuminating her interiority and corporeality, the text gives a window into Layla’s contradictory
position as both fulfilling the role as the beloved and as a fellow, suffering lover.

The fact that Layla’s interiority does not match up with her exterior behavior thus signals
not a fault of Layla’s in the narrative, but of external societal expectations. The text leads the reader
toward this interpretation by underscoring these expectations and then drawing attention to how
Layla both externally fulfills them while internally she differs. After the death of Layla’s husband,
the text poignantly displays this contradiction by illuminating how her public display of mourning
is actually a release of a very different kind of suffering. In mourning, the text shows how Layla

fulfills her societal obligations:

It is the Arabs’ custom after the death of the husband G o S Qum ye a )
a wife does not show her face to people. 65 US4 ) ulals

ij}:)lserzggilns }for two Iflears in her home Ml Al 4 5
g her nor her anyone

A 53 S5 S 2 )
she weeps with a humility she knows
reciting a verse of her own desire. 22 4S o i 4y ally

7200 A Jisa 3l 4

It is not clear where this kind of anthropological observation of cloistered, feminine mourning as
an intrinsically “Arab custom” comes from, and it reads as a generalization that may not be based
in fact given the prominence of an elegiac genre of classical Arabic poetry, rithd’, wherein a

feminine speaker publicly mourns the death of a male kinsman.*® This comment nevertheless

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 113 /22 v. 28.

47. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 255/ 54 v. 75-77.

48. As Tahera Qutbuddin notes, the majority of extant women’s poems were either in the genre of elegy (ritha’)
in the case of freeborn women, or erotic love song (ghazal) in the case of slave girls. In the genre of ritha’, free women
lamented their fallen warriors and kinsmen as a form of ritual mourning that Suzanne Stetkevych has linked to men’s
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signals a distancing from such practices as foreign or dated and prepares the way for a complex
depiction of Layla’s interiority to emerge.

The text then presents Layla’s mourning as affording her an opportunity for expressing her
ecstatic desire to be with her beloved, which undercuts the performance of the societal obligation
of mourning her late husband. After explicitly glossing that, “she weeps out of pain for the beloved

/ her sound is on behalf of her husband,” the text elaborates:

Using the excuse of such an event, immediately S Al a4 A
Layla emptied her tent of people. P ENR A RN PR

Due to the norm of mourning a husband . .
she sat face to face with grief. S Cupan oaeld
G0 P s Sl at b
Because there was an excuse for shouting

her patience left her. adlg )y ;e il s

. . . Al ) ga s
By the convention of mourning, she raised 4Gk SR

mourning and lamentation to the seven heavens. _
G Sullias e
She bravely became frenzied, ecstatic Gl 5 ChsoA Sda cda
satiating herself with blows to chest.

She sighed aloud as much as she wanted A8 J:; ‘-"“‘S\ JUJ"'“
fear and danger dissipated. S8 e peanibb a4l aA

Bads ol ) Ak 5 cish

This frenzy underscores Layla’s position as a lover herself. Layla uses the “excuse” for shouting
and becoming ecstatic, thereby acting as a suffering lover in ways that resemble Majnun’s erratic
actions. She, however, cannot typically act in such a way because mad behavior risks making her

more vulnerable—public expression of her ‘ishq has already at this point placed her at odds with

participation in the ritual of blood vengeance. See Qutbuddin, “Women: Poets,” 865-866 and Stetkevych, The Mute
Immortals Speak, 161-205.
49. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 255/ 54 v. 68-73.
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various members of her family.>® It is only through revealing a duplicity in her mourning that the
text signals Layla’s role as a fellow, suffering lover.

In addition to these descriptive details on her interiority, Layla’s ability to write cuts
through the potential contradiction of her interior states and exterior circumstances by offering the
reader another window through which to access her motivations. The narrator highlights her ability
to write alongside access to her interiority through another appeal to the imagery of blood by
stating, again after a lengthy description of her beauty, that “hidden, she was fashioning a page
with blood / and she was writing that short verse on it.”>! It is unclear whether or not the reader is
to take this literally, yet Layla’s discourse blends the materiality of blood with the physicality of
the page through the act of writing. Writing becomes the means through which the text provides
access to lengthier quotations that illustrate Layla’s own perspective on ‘ishgq.

IV. Messages and letters

As the text gives way to a series of communications between the lovers, messages and
letters from Layla’s perspective offer a different discursive occasion for critiquing Majnun’s
dominant perspective on ‘ishg as well as articulating an alternative view. Nezam1 was not the first
to experiment with epistolary form in the Islamic romantic epic, nor was he the last. T. Gandjei
has pointed to the prevalence of the technique in medieval Persian and Turkish literature by

locating what he terms the “dah-nama (ten love letters)” tradition. This tradition, according to

50. Specifically, Layla’s mother scolds her for speaking about ‘ishq in a rose garden, and her father threatens
that it would be better to have her killed than married to Majnun. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 116-117 and 137.
51.
Som Osx 4 Fos ey
s s |y San Ol
Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 115. Her writing here is also explicitly described as eloquent (fisha), whereas Majnun’s
speech is extemporaneous.
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Gandjei, began with the lengthy verbal contest between the lover-protagonists in Gorgani’s (f. 11
century) Vis and Ramin and its earliest typified form is in the neatly packaged ten-episode sparring
in Nezami’s Khosrow and Shirin.>* Gandjei locates six subsequent romantic epics in Persian and
four in Turkish composed in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to arrive at a definition of the
dah-nama as “a poem in masnavi form in the hazaj meter, interspersed with ghazals, having for
its theme either the exchange of ten letters between lover and beloved or ten letters addressed to
the beloved.”? Such a definition is remarkably specific, although the disputation form that Gandjei
points out could be fruitfully expanded to include other texts that experiment with such literary
sparring between lovers such as ‘Imad al-Din ‘Ali Faqith Kermani’s (f. 14" century) Mahabbat-
nama-yi sahib-dilan (Love Story of the Lords of Hearts), which includes a series of allegorical
disputations between the soul and the body, and other texts that include disputations in the form
of letters even if they do not number ten, such as Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun.>* This motif of a
verbal sparring between lovers, often concretized in experiments with epistolary form, is one of
the concrete commonplaces of Islamic romantic epics that point to their own fictionality.> The
extended segments of reported speech signal a letting go of a pretension to factuality and create

another discursive level on which these texts operate. It is through this semantic mode that we

52.See T. Gandjei, “The Genesis and Definition of a Literary Composition: The Dah-nama ("Ten love-letters),”
in Der Islam Vol. 47 (1971), 65.

53. Ibid, 65.

54. Kermant’s text also notably includes disputations between entities belonging to the three kingdoms of
nature atom and sun, iron and magnet, straw and amber, bee and palm, candle and moth, rose and nightingale, and
elephant and gnat, which shows the ways in which this motif extended into various meta-poetic and allegorical
registers in later periods. See J.T.P. de Bruijn, “Emad al-Din ‘Al1l Faqth Kermani” in Encyclopedia Iranica, VI11/4, p.
378-379; available online at https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/emad-al-din-ali (accessed March 1, 2020).

55. Thinking with Orlemanski again on fictionality, she does not suggest that we do away with medieval literary
theory, but that we recognize that “literary making has independence from its theorization.” My analysis of this motif
is not intended to displace the scholarship on medieval Islamic literary criticism, but rather to approach the question
of fictionality from literary texts themselves. See Orlemanski, “Who has Fiction?” 157.
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arrive at a fuller picture of what Layla as a character has to say about ‘ishg and how her perspective
critiques and diverges from Majnun’s. This emphasis on the written word can be seen as reflecting
larger dynamics in the shift towards writerly culture in the Persianate world at the time. > This
historical shift towards the production of a written tradition allows for self-conscious modes of
representation, modes which create space for literary techniques such as metadiegetic narrators
and experiments with epistolary form.

Layla’s reported speech typically critiques Majnun’s method of approach as well as the
harm that his discourse on %shq has on her as an embodied woman. The interchanges between the
two lovers escalate after Layla’s marriage and after Majnun’s decision to live permanently
amongst the animals in the wilderness. There, an old man encounters Majnun having just met with
Layla and proceeds to relay to him a message from her, which sets in motion a series of

communications. After giving the requisite account of Layla’s beauty, the old man states:

56. Julia Rubanovich has carefully analyzed this shift through assessment of a wide range of prose narratives
(dastan), from which she concludes that there was a shift to the recording of these narratives in the eleventh century,
and that written versions likely existed alongside the continuance of a widespread oral culture. While Rubanovich is
more concerned with prose, her approach is also helpful for considering how we measure the commitment to writing
in contemporaneous poetic narratives against an oral backdrop. See Julia Rubanovich, “Orality in Medieval Persian
Literature,” in Medieval Oral Literature (Berlin: De Gruyer, 2012), 661-665.
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She opened her sweet lips in a sad smile
said, “O you who has sprinkled salt on my wound

I was Layla but now I have become
madder than even a thousand Majnuns

more than that enraptured, black-starred one
I am a thousand times more mad!

Even though he is the target of pain
in the end he is man, I am woman

he is quite nimble in the ways of ‘ishg
for no fear comes to him from anyone.

He is not diminished like me in his torment
and his foot goes wherever he desires.
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Through reported speech, Layla enters a poet-lover’s contest with Majnun, declaring that she is
madder (majniin-tar) and more enraptured (shifteh-tar) than him—redeploying his epithet of the
madman (majniin) to indicate not only that her suffering is similar in kind but greater in degree.
This is similar to the poet-lovers’ contest explored in chapter two between Majnun and other poet-
lovers from the ‘udhri tradition, a tradition that is associated with seventh-century poets who
dwelled on their personal suffering due to allegedly unconsummated desire.>® As such, Layla’s
speech can be read as negotiating herself into and within this tradition, yet simultaneously Layla
points directly to her gender, here declared in the absolute, as a social factor that leads to her
different way of embodying ‘ishg. Pointing to the expectation that one roams and recites delicate
poetry if one is a lover, Layla follows up her declaration of suffering with the societal expectations

of her as a woman as an explanation for why she does not display signs of her suffering publicly.

57. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, 201 / 43 v. 48-53.

58. “Udhrt poetry was retroactively attributed to a group of poets from the Arabian Peninsula in the early
Umayyad period (661-750). For a full review of the tradition, see Ruqayya Khan, Bedouin and ‘Abbasid Cultural
Identities, 49-53 and chapter two.
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‘Ishq here acts in opposition to fear (bak), yet Layla nevertheless notes the fact that displays of
suffering make the already societally vulnerable more vulnerable. Her placement within her
society’s marital system makes it impossible to fully inhabit the suffering-lover position publicly.

Further clarification of her actions follows as Layla articulates in detail the particularities

of her position:

It is I who am lonely and wretched A SS9 A4S auSn (pe (iSa
I cannot voice this grief to anyone. st o)) ol aiyi S

I fear that from rawness and becoming selfless

I will become exiled from my good name. S 5 gasin)aS f‘"‘/’):’
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Her inability to voice grief to anyone bolsters the claim at the beginning of this quotation that
perhaps she is madder (majniin-tar) than Majnun himself—insofar as being a lover is rated
according to degree of suffering, her loneliness multiplies her suffering. Moreover, it is the
qualities of becoming selfless (bikhiidi) and rawness (khami) that are especially difficult to inhabit
for one who is necessarily concerned with preserving a good name.

Layla’s character proceeds to further define societal expectations by explicitly naming the

various actors that restrict her expression of ‘ishg:

59. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 201 / 43 v. 54-55.
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From one side comes the grief of the estranged Olug st pdyh S )
from the other the grief of guardians G-y )g D s

because of these two strong-armed groups . 5 4e o u -
I have fallen into continual conflict. el S5 43 oo
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I don’t have the heart to quarrel with my husband

nor do I have the nerve to escape the father. o 585 A4S s 43
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like a partridge flee the crow and sparrow!” _
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the falcon is stronger than the partridge.”
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It is not only guardians (ragiban) such as her father and her husband, but also the estranged ones
(gariban) such as Majnun who maintain control over her through their vested interests. Here Layla
articulates ‘ishq as something quite separate from marriage, not only because of her own particular
marriage but also because of the way in which ‘ishg acts in opposition to honor with the two
personified through dialogic interaction. Ishq personified commands action, saying rise (bar khiz),
while through a parallel construction (sometimes/sometimes, gah/gah), honor commands Layla to
sit. This focus on action is quite striking when compared to the position of the suffering lover, and
to the general medical backdrop of ‘ishg as something that actually causes madness. As such,
Layla’s understands ‘ishq as an action that retains a radical potential to rethink a kinship structure
that traffics in women for the purpose of maintaining familial honor, which undergirds the legend’s
plot. Thinking with Saba Mahmood’s work, it is through inhabiting the norms of her gendered

inability to move that Layla’s agency as a lover develops in a way that alters her perspective on

what might be done with ‘ishg’s force.

60. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, 201-202 / 43 v. 57-61.
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After naming these groups, Layla names herself as a woman and wrestles with what “being

a woman’ means:

Even if a woman can throw down warriors Kl lkagas K05
in the end she is woman, being a woman. O) 5 b Cusiy sa A

Suppose that a woman is in her blood fearless . . . z .
though a lion, she is still a woman. S gl o - o S )=‘S wo
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Since one cannot be cut off from this grief

I gave my body to enduring it. SN OV S i 5 aE
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One way of reading this repetition of “being a woman” is an undoing of its ontological certainty,
similar to how Judith Butler sees citationality as a force for undoing the congealing of metaphors
of gender.%? Leaning into that viewpoint, Layla’s appeal to blood as a way of claiming fearlessness
undoes this passage’s definition of “being a woman” as something antithetical to being a soldier
or a lion. Such a reading remains unsatisfying, however, when we consider the fact that Layla’s
statements here leave a lingering sense of essentialism intact that may have been assumed by
premodern readers. Instead of necessarily undoing these assumptions, Layla’s statements on
“being a woman” can be read as pointing to how societal expectations understand her role as a
woman and how she sees herself as somehow exceeding that. Her embodied laments alongside her
fearless blood complicate the perception of her as existing only as a beloved as they simultaneously
give voice to her positionality as a desiring lover herself.

The tone shifts at the end of Layla’s message from a complaint of her positionality to a

series of questions about Majnun’s state:

61. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 202 / 43 v. 62-65.

62. On the force of such citational practice, Butler argues that citations of gendered norms open the possibility
of resignification, wherein one cites the law to produce the effects of it differently. See Butler, Bodies That Matter,
XXil.
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But my heart is drowned with blood, Guwigd pHdra )ﬁ; oS

wondering how is that lover who is without me? Casl ga G (248 L oS
Without me, whose pages does he turn? . .
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On which path does he now take a journey?
In which cloister does he take a meal? Gl y ol i Calia
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Who'’s his friend, with whom does he sit? _
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give me news here, on this path.”
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Once again pointing to her own suffering through the imagery of blood, Layla’s character shifts to
asking about her fellow lover, or perhaps more accurately, her beloved (yar). This series of
questions contrasts to the discourse of a suffering poet-lover that is directed inward and that dwells
on hierarchy. It likewise contrasts to Majnun’s mystically inflected discourse on ‘ishg explored in
the previous chapter through its concern for the state of the other. Instead of blaming him for her
suffering or claiming ontological union, Layla here is more interested in understanding how her
fellow lover is doing in the adverse circumstances in which they, together, have found themselves.
Layla’s repeated questions indicate a way of embodying ‘ishq that is directed outwards, with a
sense of care for the simultaneous suffering of the other.

Although Layla’s character gives a variety of speeches throughout the narrative, this
message contains some of the most overt critiques of Majnun, and it is through the technique of
reported speech that the reader gains access to such critiques, with the old man as the intermediary.

This suggests an added layer of authority to Layla’s words, as well as a marking of fictionality as

63. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 202 / 43 v. 65-69.
237



the reader is to imagine that the old man quotes this extensive passage verbatim.®* By utilizing this
added layer of dialogic space, the text offers a fuller account of Layla’s perspective—of one who
is not only a suffering but also a caring lover—even as it remains once removed. Backed by an old
man, it is through the technique of reported speech that the reader gains access to such a
perspective, and this layer of dialogic space allows for a novel perspective on ‘ishg as a way of
acting to be incorporated into the work as a whole.

Shortly after this passage, the text includes an epistolary exchange. In a letter, Layla offers
advice to Majnun on how he might consider changing his behavior and thereby adds an additional
dimension to her critiques alongside the explication of a different view of what one does with the
force of ‘ishq. Experimenting with form, the narrative moves in and out of direct quotation. After
the letter’s opening, the text, with its access to Layla’s interiority, gives Layla space to address her

personal concerns. Her letter then takes on a personal tone of direct address:

This letter that is like a piece of silk comes SN e Cuad 4S 4ali (S
from a grief-stricken one to one with pain. S )2 4y (gl 62 Yai )

Meaning from me one shut in the fortress . L.
to you O one whose cage is broken. B
S 8 () g1 CSQa
O beloved of old oath, how are you?

O cradle of the heavens, how are you? 5> e aid b
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Once again declaring herself a fellow, suffering lover, Layla’s letter offers a quick gloss on the

similarities and differences between the lovers’ external circumstances—they are both aggrieved

64. It is also interesting to note that the mediator is specifically an old man, as opposed to the more common
figure of the nanny. Perhaps this substitution indicates an appeal to earnestness, as opposed to the creative
deceptiveness of the nanny as analyzed by Milani. The old man, unlike the previously deceptive messenger, is socially
coded as a more reliable transmitter of Layla’s speech. See Milani, “The Mediatory Guile of the Nanny in Persian
Romance,” 185-187.

65. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 205 / 44 v. 10-12.
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as she describes herself as grief-stricken (ghamzadeh) while he is one with pain (dardmandi), but
she is locked up in fortress while his own cage is broken. The address to him as a beloved of “old
oath” establishes a sense of deep familiarity before opening out onto a series of vocatives that
praise his level of commitment. The shift towards questions at the end of this passage reinforce
the directionality of the letter toward an inquiry about the state of the other, similar to her questions
in the previous segment of her indirect speech.

The letter then opens out onto a series of vocatives, which place Layla’s poetic abilities on
display. The epithets she gives to Majnun read both as laudatory and playful as she comments

upon his external conditions:

O treasurer of intimate treasure PR C_S oA !
Ishq has taken its radiance from you. by £ g ) ke

O how your blood has colored the soil Z . L
settled r}llow like agate within a stone. “f".‘J 1 Sla ey 5058 )
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O fountain of Khizr in your blackness
moth of the candle in the dawn’s brightness. Al )3 jiad dcda
O from you ecstasy fell into the world A el s
you whose made wild asses his companions.
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caravan-mate of my resurrection.
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O heart given in loyalty to me g ‘_M N &‘é ¢
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Once again from a place of deep familiarity, Layla makes particular the kind of treasure that she

and Majnun share—its intimacy (ashna-7) is proximate to ‘ishq itself, which radiates from

66. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 205 / 44 v. 13-19.
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Majnun.®” In the course of praising Majnun, Layla’s epithets begin to point out certain aspects of
the way he looks that contrast with his laudable position—he appears downtrodden with two or
three wild asses constantly following him. Her comment on his “blackness,” while it reifies certain
associations of the color with death or decrepitude, also playfully juxtaposes these associations
with a metaphor comparing Majnun to the fountain of life that, according to Islamic lore, was
discovered by Iskandar (Alexander the Great) with the guidance of the Prophet Khizr.%® Layla’s
letter continues this playfulness of tone as it returns back to a series of inquiries about Majnun’s
state wherein Layla asks with whom Majnun is doing intimate love-play ( ‘ishq-bazi)—an inquiry
that may read as jealous, adding another embodied register to Layla’s perspective on ‘ishq.
However, given that Majnun now lives alone in the wilderness, such an accusation also reads as a
deeper critique of his revised understanding of an ‘ishg that culminates in ontological unity, and
which leads his character away from the social. These repetitive questions once again signal
Layla’s overarching motive of concern and position her as a caring, internal critic.

Continuing to waver in and out of praise, the letter fluctuates in subject matter as it offers

the most extensive representation of Layla’s perspective. Strikingly different from Majnun’s loss

67. Intimacy (ashna-i) is a term that comes up frequently for Nezami in reference to a particular kind of lover
who is devoted until death, such as Farhad. My thanks to Franklin Lewis for pointing this out. See Nezami, Khosrow
and Shirin, 396. The term can also imply sociability, as I analyzed in chapter three when the text points to Majnun’s
loss of sociability (ashna-i) after he begins to live amongst animals, and in the tale of the King from Marv who lacks
this desirable trait.

68. The Prophet Khizr is often connected with fertility. Although he is not mentioned by name in the Qur’an,
Tabar1, Bukhari, and other exegetes identify him with the anonymous spiritual guide to Misa (Moses) mentioned in
Q 18:60-82. This passage gives way to another narrative section in Q 18:83-97 on Dhu al-Qarnayn (commonly
identified with Alexander the Great). Combining the motifs of an unknown guide and the search for a distant body of
water of these Qur‘anic passages as well as the Alexander romance tradition in Greek, Arabic, and Persian, later
Islamic authors such as Nezami placed Khizr as a guide to Alexander’s quest for immortality through discovering the
water of life. See Anna Krasnowolska, “Khezr” in Encyclopedia Iranica, online edition, 2009, available at
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/kezr-prophet (accessed March 22, 2021).
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of memory, Layla recalls recent events and addresses Majnun in an immediate, personal tone. This

is most heightened when Layla mentions the recent death of Majnun’s father:

When I heard of the death of your father pdid e 51y W
I tore at the shroud on my dead body. a1 )3 CAS (03 pa

I pummeled myself with slaps on the face

A aailida 4g a2
imagining that my own father died. A Desotailba e S
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Utilizing imagery of a funeral shroud, Layla empathizes with Majnun’s position and seeks to share
the grief that he may feel. She recounts slapping herself in a performance of embodied suffering,
which temporarily unifies her external state and internal desires. Desire and empathy run hand in
hand in her caring sensitivity for her fellow lover’s losses. Layla’s sense of care here exceeds the
romantic and offers a way of considering familial relations that extends care between lovers to a
larger community.

There is a shift in the second half of the letter from this focus on care and concern to a
voicing of Layla’s own approach to living in a world that falls short. Having established herself as
a fellow lover, and as one who is speaking from a proximate place of empathy, Layla critiques

Majnun’s overall disposition as lacking in patience:

I am aware of the pain of your heart K] At sa il iy )
in this path patience is the best succor. ol ) (pyd A S ja

For a day or two in this transitory abode, - ) .
one must put up with fate. A ds ) 26l
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For this abode that brings you fresh splendor
also brings torment with its narrowness. Al g5 BYRE PUPEEQENIS
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Shake it off like a donkey ) 3358 (S
see the shortness of life and be silent! L . .
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69. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, 206 / 44 v. 37-38.
70. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, 206 / 44 v. 43-46.
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Fronting her critique with a reinforcement of their shared pain, Layla positions herself as an
internal critic—she is not an outsider recommending a cure, or, like Majnun’s father, holding a
medicalizing view of %shg, but rather a fellow lover who has recommendations for living in the
world despite its ills. Although Layla, like Majnun, views the world as somewhat despicable or
narrow (tang) and asserts that life is short, she nevertheless recommends patience (shakib) as a
way of living. Why? Why not rage against these facts as Majnun has been doing?

Once again taking recourse to her position as a fellow, suffering lover, Layla explicates

why:
I too have that same wandering desire a ol Dl lea 3ai e
but I keep my foot fixed, stationary — Al ) siul 228 oS

it is better if the wise close their eyes . - .
than that weeping that brings the foe’s laughter. iy ol S th\f
s JdadaaS 4 S ol )
It is better if the knowing do not recall
the grief that makes an enemy happy. LAyl Jg\ a4 Ul
And regarding yourself as you are, L8 2k Al =
you should be happy in this situation.
(st ASGUs 2 A 3 3 ()
Do not be affected if the world turns it 4S (e (3 (L A
for this wheel turns time and time again.
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Do not look at the lords who sprinkle seeds . )ﬁd o e ¢ S

see instead how seeds arise from seeds.

2y ailaas Kia olaas
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As explored at the beginning of this chapter, Layla here lays claim to a similar desire for
wandering, yet she redirects this toward finding contentment because of the potentials for mockery.
Such mockery has already befallen Majnun by various onlookers throughout the work and

underscores his nickname when used pejoratively. Instead of claiming her own madness (as with

71. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 207 / 44 v. 49-54.
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the line where she claimed to be more majniin than Majnun), Layla’s tone shifts as she asks Majnun
to consider behaving like a wise one. Even as she recognizes Majnun’s truth, this suggests a way
of behaving that is again distinctly different. As with her questions, Layla embodies a way of
caring for Majnun that is, nevertheless, not without critique as she suggests forgoing the suffering-
lover position entirely and instead beseeches Majnun to “be happy.”

Yet Layla’s focus on “being happy” is not merely a call for positive affect and instead
continues with a recommendation of material engagement with the world. Layla articulates that
the world is wretched because the lords of the day (dehgans)—a landholding class that signals
those with access to material wealth—will sprinkle seeds where they will. This recalls social
structures beyond the lovers’ control. Yet instead of apathy, Layla underscores her recognition of
lurking enemies and misguided lords with a recommendation to instead pay attention to what seeds
can arise from seeds already present in the material world. The repeated emphasis on the seeds
(dane) shows a continuity of generation as seeds sprout from seeds. This emphasis on seeds may
point to Layla as a kind of nurturing figure, recalling a way of understanding care as connected
essentially to the feminine, as in, say, Carol Gilligan’s work.”> However, what is more striking
about this passage to me is that it is a command directed at Majnun to engage in the material world,
which requires that he not be too preoccupied with suffering or with transcendence. Such a
command imagines a very different form of relations between lovers than the naturalized

domesticity of the wife in premodern Islamic ethics (akhlag) who cares for a husband who is then

72. Scholarship on care took off in the 1980s with Carol Gilligan and Nel Nodding’s work, which has been
criticized for potentially reinforcing traditional stereotypes around femininity, especially maternalism. The most
robust responses to these critiques take on some form of revaluing domestic or reproductive labor, which is why I
focus on Cristina Crosby and Janet Jakobson’s work, which also helpfully brings to attention intersections of race,
sexuality, gender, etc. in who is asked to do caring labor. For an overview, see Maureen Sander-Staudt, “Care Ethics,”
in The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://iep.utm.edu/care-ethics/ (accessed January 23, 2022).
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free to engage in transcendent contemplation. Rather than merely emphasizing an ability to
nurture, Layla’s character here places on display material concerns that resonate with Cristina
Crosby and Janet Jakobson’s suggestion that caring actions carry a radical potential only if its
attendant material requirements—such as domestic labor—are valued across different segments of
society.”? Significantly, the letter employs the verb (khdstan, khizad) for what arises from the
seeds. This is the same verb used when ‘ishq, personified in the old man’s quotation of Layla’s
speech, commanded Layla to rise and fight her own condition as one constricted by honor (gah
ishq-e delam dahad ke bar khiz). Each time this verb underscores a view of ‘ishg as a way of
acting. In this passage, we get a glimpse of how this way of acting, when accompanied by material
shifts, carries the potential of envisioning a novel form of the romantic relationship.

Through an experiment with epistolary form, Nezami opened a dialogic space in the
romantic epic that allows for a more extensive exposition of Layla’s perspective—a perspective
that is couched within interiority and apparent contradiction. The letter offers a way of getting at
a point of view that is simultaneously intimate with and distant from Majnun’s own perspective,
and Layla’s concerns and critiques throughout mirror this overall positionality. As Layla’s
concerns pile up and potential for union arises, however, Layla abandons writing in favor of
movement as a way of embodying her approach to ‘ishq as an action directed outwards.

V. Embodiment and active engagement

73. Crosby and Jakobsen situate their project of revaluing caring labor within materialist analysis. Their
primary example stems from hired domestic work typically completed by women of color who have migrated from
the global south and work in care-giving facilities such as hospitals, nursing homes, etc. in the global north. Revaluing
for them means attending to the fact that such work is underpaid, and resources should be redistributed in a way that
sees this work as work for all. Layla’s request for Majnun to engage in the material world is not the same as this
example, but it nevertheless asks for a shift in Majnun’s way of being that likewise would require a redistribution of
labor in the domestic sphere. See Crosby and Jakobsen, “Disability, Debility, and Caring Queerly,” 86-94.
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After the death of her husband, there is a shift in Layla’s forms of expression. As before,
Layla’s character displays an understanding of ‘%shq as action, but now this action itself takes on
an embodied form of sexual desire that is no longer prohibited by codes of honor associated with
the marriage economy.’* In the last chapter, I analyzed how this episode depicts physical and/or
sexual union, and now I turn to the gendered dimensions of sexuality present in the scene as it is
Layla who initiates. This aspect of Layla’s character is not present in the Arabic material. In ways
comparable to Jami’s Zulaykha in Yusuf and Zulaykha, this section highlights how, for Nezam1’s
Layla, the spiritual and the sensuous are intertwined.”> The profane and sacred layers of ‘ishq,
although offering windows to one another, are not, however, directly analogous, and Layla’s
actions in this episode suggest that time causes a rupture in the analogous nature of profane and
sacred understandings of unity. In other words, while waiting for divine or ontological union, for
Layla temporary, sensual union is possible, desirable, and enacted through the body. Her
perspective moreover suggests that a variety of positions around the sexual connotations of ‘ishq
were available and in flux at the time and the ways in which Islamic romantic epics offer
perspectives that differ from contemporaneous mystical texts.

Against her previous recommendations for patience, this episode opens with a sense of
urgency—once union is possible, for Layla, it is to be immediately sought. The text fantastically

heightens the urgency of this scene by positioning Majnun’s animals as barricades between the

74. Although Layla is no longer at risk of being charged with adultery, her actions in this episode could still
technically fall under the category of zina’ in Islamic law, which prohibits any sex outside of marriage. For more on
the legal differences between zina’ and adultery, see Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam, 56-74.

75. Afsaneh Najmabadi and Gayane Merguerian have analyzed Jami’s depiction of Zulaykha against other
genres such as the stories of prophets (gisas al-anbiya’) and Qur’anic commentaries. Against these genres, they are
that Jam1’s depiction of Zulaykha no longer represents evil temptation yet she nevertheless eventually becomes
Yusuf’s object of desire. See Gayane Merguerian and Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Zulaykha and Yusuf: Whose ‘Best
Story’?” in International Journal of Middle East Studies Vol. 29, No. 4 (Nov. 1997): 497-500.
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lovers and a hostile outside world. The episode comes after the introduction of Zayd and Zaynab,
an analogous pair of lovers, to the narrative and after Zayd becomes the consistent and loyal

messenger for Layla and Majnun.”® After the death of her husband, Layla springs into action:

From the modesty she patiently kept Quily ped S asdia )
she took the curtain from that hidden ‘ishq. Cadl y0d  Aligd e O )

She smashed the bottle on a rock, spattering like wine ) .
she threw her shield on the water, scattering like roses. Ja o5 4'“5"1‘ .JJ ‘j"""“ >
B us 38 el
When she found a door recently closed by reason
to be a door freed from its lock Taiey Jie 45 540035
Ay Jad g 2 Cadly
she showed no weakness in seeking a remedy D856, RO
and she sought for help in a healthy body. _
s 385 5 S ol 0

78&_‘&)&5)1%4_}%@

Like a shattered wine glass or scattered roses, Layla’s efforts to reach Majnun read as a last chance
attempt. Instead of situating her abandonment of patience as contradictory to her previous advice,
the text highlights the change in her external conditions, namely the death of her husband, that has
led to this shift. She cloisters herself in her tent in a way that is portrayed as reasonable ( ‘agl) given
the ritual of mourning the death of her late husband, yet this ritual additionally affords her the time
and space to plot her next move. Moreover, not only does Layla instigate her search for Majnun

through activating ‘ishg from within her body, but also the text notes that she does so in a

76. Given their contextualization in the early Arabic milieu, Zayd and Zaynab could be read as an analogous
pair of ‘udhri lovers, albeit fictionalized ones. Most poets whose poetry professed this type of love were known by
the poets’ name followed by the beloveds name in a possessive construction, such as Jamil Buthayna (Jamil of
Buthayna), Kuthayyir ‘Azza, and Majniin Layla. Oftentimes poetic attributions could be mixed up between these poets
who were predominately known for their style.

77. Zanjani has this line as:

iy J8 44 (550 03

“That fresh door that was bound to a lock,” which ma, though the repetition of the lock does not add any meaning and
I am inclined to go with Sarvatiyan’s reading here. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 151 / v. 3847.
78. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan 263 / 57 v. 14-17.
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specifically healthy body, signaling the different way in which her character channels ‘ishq as a
force—instead of emphasizing suffering or transcendence, Layla channels the force into actions
that aim at altering the material world.

Layla’s speech moreover signals the heightened sense of the present moment. Calling her

faithful messenger Zayd, Layla commands him to bring Majnun to her:

“Zayd today is not the day of waiting Cauyatil jgy4ad §g5alS
it’s the day of seeking and uniting with the beloved. G )b Jha g adla 5

Rise for the world is well, rise and go forth .. e -
bring the sugar and mix it with the rose. e e Sl =R
Owel o B S8l Gy
Give to the pasture its cypress partner
cut the jasmine for the tulip bouquet. 1) O OS5 40 sian
Bring that elegant gazelle to the trap 1 Qo S Al s 2
and bring that navel of musk to my hand. _ o
Jh Galiag | ad el O
So that I make fine silk out of his cloth Ol G| S 4dl ol
I’ll make perfume from the dust of his path.”

p b s el I
2w me (i a 8 5

It is today—not the common time-marker “one day” (rizi) that often marks the beginning of
episodes in the text—that Layla declares to be the day of union, separating it definitively from a
previous period of waiting. Layla employs the same verb for rising (khdstan, bar khiz) that earlier
was used for ‘ishg’s ability to instigate action as her character launches into a series of direct
commands to Zayd. While each of these commands spiral into various metaphors on her relatively
stationary position compared to Majnun’s ability to move—he is the freshly cut jasmine to her as
bouquet, the gazelle to her trap—it is Layla who instigates this movement through her intermediary
Zayd. Her speech cuts through the gendered metaphors that it employs and shows how she enacts

her position as a desiring lover while still paying lip service to the norms of being Majnun’s

79. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan 263 / 57 v. 19-23.
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beloved. The end of this passage deploys a series of material metaphors—comparing her ability to
weave fine silk from his cloth, and to make perfume from his dust—that signal how Layla plans
to use material resources to transform Majnun into something more refined. As with the seeds that
Layla writes about in her letter, these metaphors underscore her character’s persistent engagement
with the material world.

As the episode progresses, Layla reinforces her position as the one who seeks physical
union. Zayd obeys Layla’s commands and brings Majnun whose animals circle him like a
barricade. Layla, presumably without fear of the lion, wolf, or leopard that we have seen
accompany Majnun, goes to kneel at his feet whereupon they both faint and the animals serve as
guardians shielding them, creating a safe space while killing one or two trespassers—the animals
reinforcing the need to protect the lovers from a hostile outside world, which I explored in the
previous chapter. Zayd then awakens them with rosewater, and Layla proceeds to lead Majnun

into her tent:

Layla out of much modesty and shame Sl a4
came up to that dusty stranger. SE cupe o el

She took his hand and brought him before her . . e 2
she brought him into her own special tent. L.)'“J)'-’ i R
ORR Gl sd pald dad 0
She sat him down in amorous play
she caressed him with soul-comforting union. Gb s hla aa 4y il

B0 58 s daay 43 a5

In these few lines, the text indicates that it is Layla who initiates physical or sexual intercourse,
even while it inscribes a sense of modesty (sharmnaki) in her character. Although the connotations
of this passage are clearly physical, Layla’s actions do not seem to be separated from the

transcendental as she caresses Majnun “with soul-comforting union” (be vasi-e jan navaz). The

80. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265 / 57 v. 62-65.
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transcendental and the mundane senses of union remain inextricably intertwined for Layla whose
actions are here carried out in the immediate present. The lovers then embrace in a way that clearly
indicates physical if not sexual union.8! As such, this episode as a whole may carry the resonance
of an understanding of the physicality of %shq as separate from sexual intercourse, which was
primarily understood within the logic of reproduction.®? The fact that Layla makes the move aligns
with her character’s embrace of embodied action, folding sexual longing into an overarching
approach to the unity in ‘ishg as something obtained through embodied relationships.

This sense of real time breaks with the previous endlessness of messages—now, in this
moment, there is a chance for union that resonates with Layla’s heightened focus on the present at
the beginning of the episode. This focus on the present is not reciprocated by Majnun, however,

and once the lovers leave Layla’s tent and face the external world, Layla returns to critique:

Layla with her biting, quick-witted tongue b e yee L4 A
pronounced what was in her heart unrehearsed. )'.-.‘J] Jo ) 4 ol o

“What happened to you ten-tonged lily, . Ly - <
such that thought of me takes your tongue from you? R A ORI a6
Gy g Oe kxS
The nightingale who is preoccupied with speech
without the rose will remain mute all year, 230 8 A 48 Al
, _ 230 JY Adle 4w (K
but when it sees the rose in the garden d e
it says not just one but a thousand tales. ] B
Qe 40 S 55, 2w O
You are the nightingale of the garden of fate. Olwd Hla Soda <
I’'m with you like a rose in harmony

s ebdl &

today that is the day of uniting

81. As translated in chapter three, this passage underscores unity and makes use of metaphors that indicate how
the duality of embodiment is temporarily overcome, be that in sexual union or in physical embrace. See Nezami,
Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265/ 57 v. 87-95.

82. The Arabic philologist ‘Abd al-Malik al-Asma‘T offers an anecdote about a conversation with a “Bedouin”
that places this non-sexual, physical meaning of ‘ishqg on display: "I (Asma‘7) said to a Bedouin woman: 'what do you
consider love to be among you?' 'hugging, embracing, winks, and conversation,' she replied. Then she asked, 'how is
it among you, city-dweller?' 'he sits amidst her four limbs and presses her to the limit,' I answered. 'Nephew,' she cried,
'this is no lover (‘ashiq), but a man after a child.”” The list of physical actions cited here show a distinctly embodied
understanding of ‘ishq that is quite distinct from sex, which was associated primarily with procreation. See Bell, Love
Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam, 133-135.
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on the mouth’s treasures you have placed a seal.” GO Sl 4 K > Sbom

Bay gl ealgd gz 0

With a quick-witted and flirtatious tongue (ghamzeh tiz—literally a tongue of biting wink,
signaling both a sense of playfulness and of critique), Layla questions why Majnun does not
reciprocate her physical desires. Walter Andrews and Mehmet Kalpakli have noted how Layla’s
questions here remain within the realm of “poetic expectations” such that it remains to a certain
extent ambiguous whether or not Layla seeks more by way of physical reciprocity.® While this
ambiguity is present and reflects ambiguity about her own actions inside the tent, the way in which
Layla instructs Majnun on how the famous image of the rose and the nightingale should work
clearly shows her position as lover while simultaneously upholding the norm of her as the
beloved/recipient of his speech on love. From her perspective as a lover, union is possible and is
tied to the present, to the fact that today especially is the day of union—signaling the radical
potential of a desire that is not displaced but enjoyed even if temporary.

In the text, however, such a sexualized, worldly union is displaced by Majnun whose own
perspective on ‘ishg causes him to flee. Claiming to have already absorbed the beloved in

ontological union, for Majnun physical union no longer makes sense as the lovers are no longer

83. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 267-268 / 57 v. 115-120.

84. As Walter Andrews and Mehmet Kapakli note, in this section of Nezamt’s text “Layla’s sensuality and
seductiveness are represented mostly through the description of her embraces, caresses, tender and longing glances.
In Fuzili, however, her behavior is condensed into speech, and she makes a startling offer: Come, be a lawful guest
at the feast of union / for a moment be my close companion / Give luster to the narcissus with a poppy / adorn the lily
with a fresh fragrant herb / Make turquoise near companion of the ruby / make a meal for the parrot of purest candy /
Graft the red-bud to the rose / bring Khizr to the water of life.” The metaphors for sexual intercourse are clearer here
than in Nezami, and thus this section can be seen as opening a space in the romantic epic for the development of
Layla’s character that was explored to varying degrees by later authors. See Walter Andrews and Mehmet Kalpakli,
“Layla Grows Up: Nizami’s Layla and Majnun ‘In the Turkish Manner,”” in The Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi:
Knowledge, Love and Rehtoric (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 46-49.
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two separate bodies.®> After the lovers weep once more, Majnun tears his clothes apart and flees

with his animals back to the wilderness. The text offers a brief comment seemingly affirming

Majnun’s actions by stating that in love thoughts of selthood are wrong, but then follows this with

another metaphor to a written page that contrasts the two lovers’ manner of approach:

Madness removed the page from Majnun
and Layla became that page that remained.

2 32 3y 5)) (s
865&3\.4\45&)}&\ a.‘.ﬁ‘_A_..\l

85. As quoted in chapter three:

I have no separation your soul
I do not accept life separate from you

I am like fire if you boil with water
I cannot take myself from you like a fish cannot take itself from water

You are my eye not an eye without light
How can a seer be far from his eye?

How can I become far from you in this path
Respectfulness and refuge is from you

Here let I-ness and you-ness not be
In our religion let two selves not be.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 269 / 57 v. 146-150.
86. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, 271 / 57 v. 189.
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While Majnun is like an oral saying that exceeds the limits of the page in his own being majniin
(mad), Layla is the very materiality of the page itself. Both signal to aspects of writing, with
Majnun as that which overflows and cannot be properly represented on the page and Layla being
the page upon which the act of writing is contingent. This line breaks from total contrast by
comparing both to aspects of writing, yet here Layla is clearly that which remains. This line points
to the ways in which Layla’s embodied presence breaks through the metaphor that undergirds
Majnun’s later mystical perspective on ‘ishq, which asserts the possibility of ontological unity and
which requires that his concrete beloved slide into being one and the same as the divine beloved.
Layla’s embodied existence is like the material residue that ruptures that process.

Given that Nezam1’s text is the first attempt at writing the legend as a unified narrative,
this insistent focus on the materiality of the page points to the text’s own fictionality in and through
attempts at more fully representing Layla’s perspective. Her letter, itself on pages, highlights the
ways in which written representation is bound up with the fictionalization of the legend itself. The
letter asks the reader to suspend disbelief about this being the verbatim words of an actual,
historical Layla, and draws attention to the act of representation itself. Likewise, each time one of
the intermediaries (the old man, Zayd, etc.) passes along Layla’s messages, the reader is alerted to
the act of representation through a doubling or tripling of the layers of discursive quotation.
Beneath these layers lies not only what a historical Layla could have said but also the page itself,
drawing attention to the text’s own existence as a written document.

More immediately, the insistent focus on materiality recalls Layla’s corporeality
throughout the text more broadly, and in this episode in particular. As mentioned briefly above,

Layla’s embodied sexuality recalls the Qur’anic narrative of the prophet Yusuf and Zulaykha.
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Zulaykha, having fallen in love with Yusuf after witnessing his immense beauty, attempts to
seduce him. In the Qur’an, this act of seduction serves as a test of Yusuf’s prophecy and Zulaykha’s
actions slide to the background of the narrative. Later exegetical and literary texts, however, spill
much ink parsing through the motivations behind and potential judgements upon Zulaykha’s
sexuality, especially as it is associated with her guile (kayd).?” Jami (d. 1492) in his romantic epic
Yusuf and Zulaykha, a text that parallels the Nezam1’s Layli and Majnun in its focus on the longing
pains suffered by lovers, highlights Zulaykha’s ‘ishq as a focal point of the text by analogizing her
yearning with a physical/transcendental sense of longing for the divine. While this shift releases
the narrative from judgement on Zulaykha’s sexual desires, Jam1’s text nevertheless concludes
with Zulaykha’s sexuality being subdued or brought to its “proper” end in marriage. The sexuality
of Nezam1’s Layla, however, while it is often coded in gendered metaphors or appeals to modesty,
is nevertheless left in this episode as profoundly ambivalent as the text eschews judgement on her
actions. Her sexuality is simply there, as a part of the narrative, which the narrator juxtaposes with
Majnun’s rejection of the embodied registers of ‘ishg but does not condemn or overtly

circumscribe in the logic of marriage.®® It exists in harmony with her perspective on ‘ishg as a

87 Cf. Q 12:50-55. Gayane Merguerian and Afsaneh Najmabadi have offered a nuanced reading of this Sura
that complicates the picture of Zulaykha as neither a representative of female guile nor a lover. They argue that
Zulaykha’s seduction of Yusuf'is just one amongst many tests of prophethood and that “the larger message of the story
is Yusuf’s victorious emergence.” Najmabadi has moreover returned to analyzing this Sura in a subsequent article
wherein she provides a reading of Zulaykha as the paradigmatic example of “wiles-of-women stories” that “become
phantasmic tales of women’s control of space and sociality,” which speaks to “an imagined heterotopia of female
bonding.” Najmabadi connects a shift in how these stories are interpreted to “the heterosocialization of urban space
and the emergence of more nuclear urban families in Iran.” See Gayane Merguerian and Afsaneh Najmabadi, 487-
489, and Najmabadi, “Reading: And Enjoying: ‘Wiles of Women’ Stories as a Feminist,” in /ranian Studies Vol. 32,
No. 2 (Spring 1999): 220-222.

88. In their discussion of discussion of Fuzult’s Layli and Majnun, Kalpakli and Andrews argue that the
interweaving of the ghazal into the romantic epic becomes another space from which Layli’s perspective emerges.
They conclude their analysis of her perspective by stating that “the later Layla is a good, faithful, chaste woman who
deserves a normal married and sexual life.” While their analysis usefully points to the lingering sexuality of Layla’s
character development, I do not think we have to read it as what she deserves or as necessarily leading to marriage,
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form of active engagement with the material resources of the world, which entails a recognition of
corporeality and of sexual desire.

Majnun’s rejection leaves Layla’s character deeply conflicted, and she remains an internal
critic of his perspective on ‘ishg until her death. This is once again a new dimension of Layla’s
character not present in the Arabic material. In her final message to her mother on her deathbed,
Layla asks that her mother hold Majnun “like a dear one (aziz)”—despite the pain that he has
caused her, she displays once again an ethic of mutual care at the root of her perspective on ‘ishg
as an action directed outwards. This request moreover pushes her mother to reconsider the kinship
structure that has, throughout, underpinned the lovers’ separation and it begins to envision a
different form of social relations through an ethic of care. Yet subsequently, Layla performs the
act of quoting herself as she asks her mother to be her last intermediary and to relay a final, critical

message to Majnun:

and give to him this advice from my tongue Ay ) ed s b g
saying ‘Oh my soul, and death of my soul Ala SO 5 o gl S

from today onwards do not look upon anyone il o
except upon the generosity of God. o ) e L el
OS nelia S p e
When you fell from the path into error
and you kept a glance on the likes of yourself ki Lle 5 ) 5
S (e e

you saw that despite your being a wise one et DI g5 saar
your name became Majnun of the era.’®’

s i il ) () sina

This final message opens by highlighting Layla’s deeply fraught feelings towards Majnun at the

moment of her death—he is both her soul (jan) and the death of her soul (halak-e jan). She dies

especially given the connotations of ‘ishq as something which exists beyond the confines or perhaps in opposition to
the marriage economy. See Kalpakli and Andrews, “Layla Grows Up,” 40-49.
89. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 276 / v. 68-71.
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embittered as she offers a final critique of the way in which he has lived up to the pejorative sense
of his epithet of “madman” (majniin) through his inability to act or be the wise man ( ‘@qi/) that she
claims to know that he is. Behrouz Servatiyan has suggested that the referent of “the likes of
yourself” is Layla—that she is here suggesting that Majnun has fallen into error because of his
obsession with her.”® While this could be implied, I maintain that such a statement remains
ambiguous as it could equally be read as a critique of the ways in which Majnun’s perspective
results in ascetic withdrawal and focus on ontological union, of regarding the other as like or the
same as the self, which leads to the neglect not only of the beloved, but of other others such as his
family or friends. The force of the critique highlights how Layla views Majnun’s approach to
ishq as deficient with regards to the social, and her dying wish indicates an entrenchment in her
own perspective, a perspective which foregrounds action and engagement with the material world.

I want to turn back to one last passage to consider the ethical import of the text beyond
Layla’s role. Chapter three explored how metadiegetic commentary occasionally intervenes in the
textual progression of the plot. One key space of intervention is after the death of various figures,
such as in a homily after Majnun’s death—a climactic moment in the text—that opens out onto a

series of commands to the reader:

90. Dick Davis also interprets Layla’s dying remark as a critique of Majnun’s narcissism, yet he states that it
“expresses a fundamental Sufi tenet, that in order to reach spiritual truth the self must be suppressed, destroyed, and
transcended.” This seems to be a bit of a stretch here, especially given that the following line returns to a reminder of
the social. Though Layla admits to a “wisdom” of Majnun’s perspective, and thus is not wholly outside of it, the
critique she raises here ties her perspective to materiality in ways that are not addressed by a Sufi modality of
annihilation of the self. See Nezami, ed. Servatian, 512 and Davis, Layli and Majnun: Nezami Ganjavi, XxXxiii.
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Go far away from this revolving mill A& GA Gl oS s
for it is far from the salvation of men e gadA 2k He 48

in the house of pouring floods do not sit e s
flood after flood came, rise, do not sit!... e ) e s ol
Make the heart right, do not think of the blights
consume rubies, do not think of the plague. Cludine S ) oS Gl Ja

ate Lig ) A <8l
From mastery’s mount get down and descend e By Il s =
show your own falling into impotence I
then when the lion of death comes like a pain sl Jac 40 ol
it brings mercy to your powerlessness.’!

)l ey s oale

The tone of this homily resembles Layla’s letter and her commands to Zayd as the text commands
the reader to action, to not sit in what is described as a wretched world of pouring floods but instead
to rise (khastan, khiz). Despite this wretchedness, the homily beseeches the reader to “consume
rubies,” a slightly glitzier version of Layla’s seeds, which likewise recommends engagement with
the material world despite its ills. As explored in the previous chapter, the text tells the reader to
know their own impotence ( ‘ajz, ‘@jizi)—a term that can also be translated as incapacity or
disability—which is reminiscent of the interdependence that work on care today often reinforces
and which demands that the reader forgo any illusion of autonomy. Such a view imagines a subject
whose subjectivity differs from the rationalist subjectivity envisioned in contemporaneous Islamic
ethical texts (akhldaq). Yet this non-rationalist perspective is nevertheless slightly different from
Majnun’s madness, and its emphasis on “making the heart right” resonates with how Layla’s
character emphasizes embodied action as well as Nezam1’s introductory remarks that he altered

the existing Arabic material by placing into it “a pearl from reason ( ‘agl),” which indicates the

91. Nezamt, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 291 / 61 v. 22-23 and 33-35.
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text’s philosophical import.”? This passage indicates that, beyond Layla’s role as a caring lover,
Nezam1’s text as a work of adab engages an ethical register quite distinct from what was normative
by emphasizing interdependence and action in the material world.
VI. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how the literary vehicle of the Islamic romantic epic opens a
space for further elaboration on Layla’s perspective in its discursive levels. As a lover, Layla
displays a focus on caring actions through her questions about the state of the other, as well as
through an emphasis on embodied action (including sexual desire) and engagement with the
material world.Yet given the fact that Layla’s body is persistently harmed by Majnun’s speech as
well as her own embittered death, we might question as readers why she continues to care? Should
she have just stopped caring? Crosby and Jakobson’s arguments against seeing caring labor as a
“labor of love” offer a warning on how revaluing care runs the risk of debilitating those who care

£

while forcing upon care-workers a kind of positive affect.” In order to avoid this, they suggest that

revaluing care must accompany systemic change that unhooks the “various links in the chain of

92.
PR zndie jaS 0
PR EAG S L)

I placed into it a pearl from reason

and I endeavored to decorate it

In this section of the introduction, Nizam1 explains his alleged reluctance to tell the story, and narrates that his son
convinced him to do so. This couplet and its contextualization suggests that he saw his text as somehow altering the
meaning of the Arabic material by some kind of engagement with the intellectual traditions associated with reason
(‘aqgl) such as philosophy, ethics, or theology. See Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan. 47 / 5 v. 90.

93. Crosby and Jakobson offer a statement of warning against this kind of surface level revaluation, declaring
that “In fact, one of the dangers of attempts to revalue domestic work is that the effects can simply return us to ideas
of caring work that associate labor with love and turn domestic work into the type of affective labor that has been
documented as central to much service labor, where the demand for positive affect is part of the strenuousness of the
work itself— Smile! You’re at work!” Crosby and Jakobson, “Disability, Debility, and Caring Queerly,” 93.
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capitalist value.”* It is only through restructuring social relations alongside material shifts that
caring labor can properly be valued. The social structures underlying Layli and Majnun are
different from those of modern capitalism, yet the portrayal of Layla as lover signals how the text
envisions mutual care as a possible form of social relations, which binds the lovers together in a
way that retools normative expectations of the marital bond as imagined by Islamic ethical
literature (akhldq) and of the lover-beloved relationship in the hierarchies of courtly love poetics.
Layla’s character moreover points to the material shifts needed to fully accomplish this vision of
mutuality, and her embittered death serves as a warning for how the work of caring can
nevertheless be debilitating and has a long history of being essentialized as feminine. Overall,
Layla’s role as caring lover in Layli and Majnun shows how the text not only embellishes the
representation of her character, but also points to its novel recasting of the romantic relationship
away from its hierarchical roots and toward a sense of mutuality.

Given the text’s persistent return to her perspective, I suggest that Layla’s character offers
a window into the text’s novel way of reconceiving ‘ishq. This perspective exposes how Majnun’s
later ontological approach to unity leaves the basic question of differentiated embodiment
unresolved, and it challenges any reading that understands %shq solely within mystical terms. Her
perspective reveals how Layli and Majnun foregrounds the ethical import of ‘ishg in ways that
differ from Islamic ethical literature that sees the highest form of love (mahabba) as friendship
between men of the polis, largely following an Aristotelian model. Instead, Layli and Majnun
offers a different vision of community that stems from its focus on the centrality of ishg and from

various other characters’ attachments to the ways in which ‘ishg uproots normative forms of

94. Crosby and Jakobson, “Disability, Debility, and Caring Queerly,” 95.
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kinship. In a final dream sequence by Zayd, the loyal messenger who we have encountered
throughout this chapter, the text offers a sketch of what a community that looks past the constraints

of blood relation or the requirements of premodern citizenry might look like, and it is to this vision

that I now turn.
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Epilogue: Lovers’ Community

By way of conclusion, [ want to discuss Zayd’s dream of the lovers in paradise. This dream
brings together many of the themes discussed across chapters 2-4: the vocabulary of bondage as
associated with courtly love poetics; the idea of a sacred space within a greater, hostile world as
with Majnun’s relationship with animals; and the focus on embodied actions undergirding Layla’s
perspective on ‘ishq. Zayd’s dream envisions a community that forms around the lovers’ story,
and the speech he offers on ‘ishg commands the reader to action and seals the text’s approach as
distinct from the historical approaches explored throughout this project. Sifting through the
gravitas of ‘ishg’s medical and ontological implications, Layli and Majnun suggests that the reader
channel ‘ishg’s potency towards an ethical way of being in the world.

The dream sequence paints a picture of what this ethical way of being in the world might
look like. It begins with Zayd sitting at the lovers’ grave, and his role as a messenger triangulates
emphases on transcendence (as seen with Majnun’s character in chapter three) and materiality (as
explored with Layla’s character in chapter four) as he longs for the lovers’ presence. The text
foreshadows the significance of his role as messenger by indicating that it is through him that the
lovers’ story would eventually become famous, which underscores an emphasis on tales (hikayat,
afsaneh) containing lessons placed on display throughout the text.! Zayd proceeds to ask himself

questions about the lovers’s state—"“Those two young ones who did not enjoy being paired / how
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“The tale of those two kind ones
Became known in the world from him.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 6.
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are they together beneath the veil? / Are they bricks molded by the dark earth? / Or are they the
sum ornament of heaven’s throne?”’—and his concerns for their well-being resembles Layla’s
questions about Majnun’s state analyzed in the previous chapter.? His character then falls asleep

and dreams of the lovers sitting together in paradise, a garden paradise whose fantastic greenery is

detailed:
From the height of the trees the scene was pleasant OUA yy gaily § (fisaa
Lush like the hearts of the fortunate. ol Ja e A

On the lap of every blossom a garden e )
a lantern on the petal of every rose. Bl 4SS » Lfb >
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When a discerning eye looked on all the meadows

it was a celestial place in blue— U adia g e jA
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there is nothing greener than that emerald i QRGeS

its shimmering knows no limit.? - )
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As with the sacred space (haram) that Majnun builds amongst the animals, this celestial place
(minitkadeh) is depicted as a space of unfolding multiplicity. Blossoms themselves grow gardens,

recalling the Qur’anic vision of paradise as gardens that unfold unto more gardens.* This
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Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 8-9.

3. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 12-16.

4. See Q 55:46-78. Angelika Neuwirth has discussed how the eschatological preoccupations of this Sura creates
an image of a paradise that is just beyond the horizon, attainable only in the future, unlike the distant past of the garden
of Eden in Genesis 2. Neuwirth also compares this Sura’s imagery with banquet imagery of the pre-Islamic nasib,
arguing that it is an inversion of the anthropomorphic values of pre-Islamic poetry such that material rewards are
reserved for the afterlife. See Angelika Neuwirth, “Paradise as a Quranic Discourse: Late Antique Foundations and
Early Quranic Developments,” in Roads to Paradise: Eschatology and Concepts of the Hereafter in Islam (Leiden:
Brill, 2017), 67-92.
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paradisiacal garden reflects the actual garden that grows around the lovers’ graves and reinforces
how the text, unlike Ibn Stna’s Aristotelian approach, views “lesser” forms of life such as plants
and animals as vital to human flourishing.’ Yet here, the garden glows emerald-blue, hinting at a
vision that goes beyond what is possible in the everyday world.

The impossible is extended as Zayd sees the lovers together sipping wine and kissing.® Yet

in the dream, he does not know who the lovers are, and he asks an old man standing near them in
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“The garden, the envy of all gardens
became the prayer house of the world

All who came with troubles and estrangement
were becoming healed and kept far from pain.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 294 /61 v. 98-99. See introduction for discussion of Ibn Sina and hierarchy
of organisms shared with ancient thought. Julie Scott Meisami, in a comparative study of garden imagery in Nezami,
Rami, and Hafez’s works, has argued that gardens in medieval Persian poetry serve as allegorical means through
which poets conveyed their visions of cosmic order as well as symbols of human potential. In Nezam1’s gardens,
particularly in the Haft Paykar, Meisami argues that there are rich sensorial depictions alongside allegorical imagery
based in analogical thought, which differ from RGim1’s gardens that she maintains prioritize the symbolic. In Layli and
Majnun, the fact that the Majnun’s death scene includes a depiction of an actual garden that is then recapitulated in
Zayd’s dream of a paradisiacal garden signals how Nezam1’s poem maintains a connection to the sensorial even as it
paints this scene of transcendence. See Julie Scott Meisami, “Allegorical Gardens in the Persian Poetic Tradition:
Nezami, Rumi, Hafez,” in International Journal of Middle East Studies Vol. 17, no. 2 (May 1985): 232-239 and 253.
6.
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“Sometimes they placed their lips on the lip of the cup
other times they gave a kiss to their own lips.

Sometimes they spoke their own words
other times they slept according to their wishes.”
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commitment (fa ‘ahhod) about their names.” Both Zayd’s questions and the old man’s commitment

recalls these figures’ actions in throughout story as messengers who attempt to help Layla and

Majnun overcome kinship issues within their society. The old man responds by identifying the

lovers’ archetypal names and affirming their purity:

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 23-24.
7.

“An old man stood in commitment to them
setting his head against the head of their grave.

Every moment he scattered offerings anew,
pouring them on the head of those two people.

The dreamer asked about that hidden thing
from the celestial old man,

‘These cypress roots that have glass in hand
In Eram’s garden, what are their names?

In the home of souls they have risen
From where did they get this station?’”
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Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 25-29. Davis notes that this behavior of the old man
resembles what is done for a king at his coronation, which squares with how Majnun is subsequently described as a

king. See Davis, Layli and Majnun, 280.
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These twofold friends have become one Al g b s
they are eternal companions adlagla aud y aviu

that one king of the world in uprightness - . .
and this, a moon of idols in kindliness. 3k Sl 4a Gle ol )
) ila 43 Gl ole (i
Layla, the night, the one who is the moon
that one who is the king is nicknamed Majnun G ole 45 s L
they were two unpierced rubies e © = O
in devotion’s casket they were sealed.
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From the world they did not see ease 235 yadaligz yd
and there they did not reach their desires.
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they are like this for all eternity.®
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The emphasis on one and oneness (veganeh) here is unlike the emphases on unity I examined in
chapter three, which included a textual display of the lovers’ physical/sexual union against
Majnun’s character’s own interpretation of unity as ontological. The old man’s explanation
subdues what the text had previously illustrated of the lovers’ kissing, and it recapitulates gendered
norms by naming Majnun as a king while recalling the lovers’ names. This inscribes gendered
norms into the passing along of the story, which accompany its fame and the ease with which it

traverses a wide range of audiences whose expectations might differ from our own.” Yet alongside

8. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297 / 62 v. 31-36.

9. Afsaneh Najmabadi, for example, has analyzed a range of premodern Islamic narratives that depict women’s
wiles, including depictions of Zulaykha that I compared to depictions of Layla in the previous chapter. Najmabadi
notes that these stories are no longer as popular as they once were, which she contributes to “a new definition of
modern femininity in which individual initiative and movement into previously masculine domains becomes more
crucial than homosocial plotting with other women.” Najmabadi’s approach allows for an appreciation of premodern
texts as significant for the gendered norms of their own contexts, without imposing upon them a project of recovery
of proto-feminist icons. See Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Reading: And Enjoying: ‘Wiles of Women’ Stories as a Feminist.”
Iranian Studies Vol. 32, No. 2 (Spring 1999): 222.
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this inscription, the old man’s explanation appeals to transcendence and to the fact that the lovers’
are now beyond the pains they experienced in the world.

This focus on transcendence is then extrapolated into a general comment:

Anyone who does not enjoy fruit in that world ok o) Ry IS
in this way he rises in this world e Olea oo 2K a5 K

the person who in that world is sad Lo P p
his happiness in this world is like this.!° Gl s Ol Ol S oSl

The old man offers transcendence to Zayd, and by extension to the reader, as recompense for
inevitable suffering in the world, which is emblematically represented by the lovers’ story and
their paradisiacal union. This emphasis on transcendence is quite unlike the ending of the Arabic
material, and it reflects a tendency within Persian romantic epics prior to Layli and Majnun.'! Tt
moreover resonates with the utopia put forth in the text through its depiction of Majnun’s life
amongst the animals (as well as his exemplary acceptance of mortality), and the promise of
happiness to come in another space lingers.

But then, Zayd wakes up. His character offers the final speech of the poem, which begins
with a description that affirms the old man’s promise of transcendence by stating that “this world
is finite and dust / and that world is everlasting and pure.”'? Yet his speech then gives way to a

command as it reintroduces ‘ishg as the central theme to take away from the poem:

10. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297 / 62 v. 37-38.

11. ‘Ayyudqt’s eleventh-century romantic epic Varga and Gulshah, for example, similarly ends with a depiction
of'the lovers united in paradise. See ‘Ayyuqi, Varqah va Gulshah, ed. by Zabih Allah Safa (Tehran: Tehran University,
1964), 120/ v. 2128-2138.

12.

ClSA g Gl (S Al o)
Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297 / 62 v. 42.
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Give yourself to the sacred space of ‘ishg
so that you escape from yourself at once

in ‘ishg go like an arrow directly
so that you won’t fall far from the target—

an arrow because it is pointed towards good work
is befitting the thumbstall of a king.

Ishq is the opener of knots of being,
a whirlpool, deliverer from self-worship.

Every drink of grief that stings the soul
since ‘ishq gives it, it vivifies the soul.

Much bitter wine like poison
is flavorful since it comes from %shq.

This drink even if mixed with bitterness,
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since its wine-bearer is ‘ishq, what fear is there? e el Caead 3de S

This mood even if it was painful

since it was from ‘ishg, it was pleasant.!3 Gl SL CJ‘ da S b ol
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Ishq is itself depicted a sacred space (harim) that keeps Zayd’s second-person addressee (here
seemingly the reader) from an overemphasis on themselves. The command to go in ‘shg like an
arrow resembles how Layla’s character throughout emphasized a novel approach to ‘shq as
leading to actions. As explored in chapter two, ‘ishq is likewise personified here, this time as a
wine-bearer, whose wine plays with a medical understanding of the term as it may resemble a
drink of grief, poison, or otherwise be mixed with bitterness. Yet the pain is accompanied by
pleasure, recalling a courtly approach. Pleasures associated with %shq specifically derive from
actions that distance the self from self-worship and that overcome fear (bdk), similar to Layla’s

reliance upon ‘shq as a force that overcomes fear induced by codes of honor associated with the

13. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297-298 / 62 v. 46-53.
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legend’s depiction of a kinship structure that traffics in women. This speech mirrors Zayd’s
devoted actions to the lovers throughout the text, and the fact that it occurs while he is awake
reinforces how the text underscores an approach to ‘ishg that may hold out transcendent promise
but that focuses on its workings within the material world. Overall, the dream sequence shows how
it is mediators and interpreters (the old man, Zayd) who make the vision possible, which models a
form of collectivity that is not defined by familial relation (as with the kinship system of the lovers’
society) or the requirements of premodern citizenry (as with a community of masculine lovers
imagined by the akhlag genre).!* The text’s final call to action in ‘ishg can be concretized as calling
for actions that that lead away from the self and towards a novel sense of community and
communal care.

Opening out from this vision, the text offers a final comment on the story. Praising poetic
speech (sokhan), the text beseeches the reader to consider reading as an action that might, like

Zayd’s focus on actions stemming from ‘%shq, change the reader’s comportment:

The sea of poetic speech has docked Gl 3 el A sl
find the boat that has reached Eden. Gl 0 By e 4o 18K

the story finished in great excellence .. .
thanks be to god, oh Nezami! el e 4y = e

e () 4l Aadl)
May this story be a key to relatedness

in reading it may there be blessedness. L Ko al aad Ry
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May both its opening be fortunate - T OES Y

and its ending be lauded.!®
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14. José Esteban Muiioz has theorized collectivity as a way of envisioning futurity beyond reproduction. Mufioz
locates his work within Ernst Bloch’s work on concrete utopias, which he states differ from the “banal optimism” of
abstract utopias by beying “relational to historically situated struggles, a collectivity that is actualized or potential.” I
point out normative forms of community in the medieval Islamic world here in order to show how Nezami’s text puts
forth a vision that concretely differs. See José¢ Esteban Mufioz, Cruising Utopia, 3-13.

15. Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 298 / 62 v. 54-57.
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The purpose of the story as a “key to relatedness” (kalid-e bastagt) recalls the bondage vocabulary
of ropes, chains, and bonds that I analyzed in chapter two, with the term for relatedness (bastagi)
stemming from the same root as bonds (band) themselves. Communal bonds emerge as a focal
point for the reader to take away and to consider alternative ways of being bound to others than
models that were available at the time, such as the focus on bondage in contemporaneous love
poetics wherein a poet-lover suffers at the behest of his beloved or the bonds formed through
familial ties associated with normative kinship. Instead, reading the story serves as a space for the
reader to think with the community that forms around Layla and Majnun’s story and to consider
how actions undertaken in ‘shq might lead to alternative ways of being related.

Moreover, this passage’s emphasis on reading, poetic speech (sokhan) and the story (gissa)
itself reinforces how it sees itself as a work of adab that contains both aesthetic and ethical value.
Indeed, Layli and Majnun often self-referentially references the value of poetic speech (sokhan),
with five episodes beginning with the term as well as innumerable deployments of other words for

tales (afsaneh, hikayat).'® The text intends for the process of reading itself in this passage to lead

16. Meta-commentary that introduces episodes with the concept of sokhan include:
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“Curator of the goods of this garden
as such puts a brand on the thigh of speech thusly.” Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 121 /24 v. 1.
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“The wise poetry-singer of Baghdad
informed us anew with words like this.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 162 /34 v. 1.
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“The exchanger of speech with words like gold
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to blessedness, which links poetic speech to a kind of shift in the reader’s subjectivity. Throughout

this project I have shown how Layli and Majnun directs the reader—an educated reader who would

likely have some sense of the multivalent meanings of the term ‘ishg—towards a way of being in

the world that foregrounds actions and that leads to alternative ways of being in community. Julia

Bray has pointed out how writers of adab often had explicit political stakes that they articulated in

strung gems like this on the thread.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 215 /46 v. 1.

“The wise man of speech recollects thus
that from among the blessed ones of Baghdad.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 236/ 51 v. 1.

“The most renowned of the speech-sayers
as such brings this story to an ending.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 289 / 61 v. 1.

Meta-commentary that uses other terms for tales to introduce episodes include:

“The knowing tetter of tales
reveals this about the story.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 186 /40 v. 1.

“The narrator of this astounding tale
whose bones are compacted, full of marrow...”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 256 / 55 v. 1.
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their literary output.!” Nezami in fact states the political efficacy of Layli and Majnun as a story
that he hopes will transform the behavior of kings and princes, starting with his patron and his own
son.!® Diving into the text, my aim throughout this project has been to give a sense of what this
ethical work consists in, which includes a channeling of ishq’s corporeal work towards actions of
generosity that themselves create community.

In conclusion, Nezami’s Layli and Majnun filters prior meanings of ‘ishg as associated
with medical, courtly, and mystical discourse to suggest that taking ‘shq seriously leads to an
ethical way of being in the world. Unlike the inherited Arabic material, the text explicitly
thematizes ‘ishg as a force that transforms bodies and it uses inherited motifs to show how Layla,
Majnun, and Zayd channel the force of ‘ishg in different ways. By reading the Arabic tradition
against Nezam1’s rendition, we can see how the latter plays with inherited motifs and expands
upon elements such as the animals’ protective function in the story, the enhanced role of Layla as

a lover, and the incorporation of new characters such as Zayd and Salam Baghdadi. It is in and

17. Julia Bray draws attention to how writers of adab retained power over convention and that their
manipulation of themes such as kingship should be viewed as political. See Bray, “‘ Abbasid Myth and the Human
Act,” 45-46.

18.
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“The reader of the story even if he’s depressed
will become a lover, if he isn’t dead

even that successor of the one born to be the Caliph
for this treasure has opened a door to the friend.”

Nezami, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 256 / 46 v. 46-47. This is part of a longer section that I explore in
chapter two, in which Nezam1 complains of the story’s setting after King Akhistan asks him to write it. This
introductory section then reports that Nezam1’s son convinces him to write the tale before it concludes with this
comment, which is why I read the second line as referring to Nezam1’s son, but it could also refer to other princes.
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through these inherited motifs, as well as through the accretion of meanings associated with the
term ‘ishq in the early medieval Persianate world, that Nezam1’s rendition refashions love as an
ethical commitment that extends beyond the romantic attachment between the two lovers to speak
to issues of communal belonging. As a text of adab, Layli and Majnun’s ethical work asks the
reader rethink kinship and consider alternative ways of being related. This ask, though still relevant
to readers today, was important in the early medieval Persianate world as the readers of this text
were likely kings, princes, and other noble people who had access to the education required to
approach the text’s high literary register. These people’s lineages mattered in terms of dynastic
political power and asking them to think of alternative ways of being related reflects the text’s
persistent engagement with the material world.

Layli and Majnun is but one text of its genre and it is possible that its formulation of ‘ishq
resonates with Nezam1’s other romantic epics, and/or with the many romantic epics written in
response (javab) to it. As the most popular love story of the Islamic world, there are approximately
eighty versions based on Nezam1’s rendition.!” This genre moreover becomes a prominent genre
in the early modern Ottoman world and writers writing in Turkish and Kurdish likewise emphasize
ishq, yet it remains to be seen how the matrix of meanings shifts once Persian becomes the
cosmopolitan idiom to be contested by these emergent vernaculars.?’ The story of Layla and
Majnun, unlike other love-stories of the premodern Islamic world, was particularly adept at

traversing language barriers. This project has shown how the lovers were not thought of as

19. This number includes versions written in Ottoman Turkish, Chagatay Turkish, Azeri, and Kurdish. See
Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, “Leylt o Majntin.”

20. Robert Dankoff has noted that unlike Persian and Eastern Turkish romantic epics, Western Turkish works
tended to include ghazals spoken by the lover-protagonists in the course of the narrative poem. This formal shift likely
had an effect on the overall meanings of ‘ishq in these later works. See Robert Dankoff, “The Lyric in the Romance:
The Use of Ghazals in Persian and Turkish Masnavis,” in Journal of Near Eastern Studies Vol. 43, No. 1 (January
1984): 9.
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belonging solely to the Arabic tradition, and the texts written in response to Nezami’s as well as
the modern reception indicate that the lovers do not remain inextricably tied to the Persian tradition
either (indeed, many today know the story from Bollywood versions and songs). Instead, the story
remains an enduring site for exploring the question of what it means to love for the multilingual

expanse of Islamic cultures.
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