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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. I 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, Neẓāmī’s (d. 1209) Layli and 

Majnun. I argue that Neẓāmī’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.  

 I deploy interdisciplinary methods including close reading of Arabic and Persian literary 

accounts, historicized analysis of discourses on ʿishq (a term often translated as érōs) 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 Qurʾan and the biography of the prophet Muhammad as well as from medical 

discourse on ʿishq, demonstrating how the madman (majnūn, 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 (Kitāb al-Shʿir wa al-shuʿarāʾ), Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī’s (d. 967) Book 

of Songs (Kitāb al-Aghānī), and the Dīwan Majnūn Laylā. Chapter Two transitions between Arabic 

and Persian literary accounts, analyzing how Majnun’s appeals to bondage in the first half of Layli 
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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 ʿishq 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. I conclude by arguing that 

Layli and Majnun suggests the ethical import of ʿishq in ways that differ from Islamic ethical texts 

(akhlāq) that conceive of the highest form of love as friendship between men of the polis, following 

an Aristotelian 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  

 I have adopted a slightly modified version of the IJMES transliteration system for Arabic 

and Persian (see table below). I desire neither to persianize Arabic nor to arabize Persian, and there 

is no system that adequately covers both languages. The IJMES 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, I have included what medieval Arabic 

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

 
Table 1: Transliteration of Arabic and Persian 

 Ar. Per.  Ar. Per.  Ar. Per. 

 f f ف r r ر  ʾ ʾ ء

 q q ق z z ز  b b ب

 k k ک zh -- ژ  p -- پ

 g g گ s s س t t ت

 l l ل sh sh ش th s ث

 m m م ṣ ṣ ص j j ج

 n n ن ḍ ż ض ch -- چ

 h h ه ṭ ṭ ط ḥ ḥ ح

 w v و ẓ ẓ ظ kh kh خ

 y y ي ʿ ʿ ع d d د

 a, at a ة gh gh غ dh z ذ

َ   ā ā ا ، ی  a a  و  َ  aw ow 

َ   ū u , ō و  u o  ي  َ  ay ay 

َ   ī ī , ē ي  i e   و  َ ūw ovv 

ي          َ īy īy 

 

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 ( 

ʿishq instead of ʿeshq, but Enteshārāt-e Dāneshgāh-e Tehran instead of Intishārāt). I add short 

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

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

 Overall, my goal is to make the project accessible to both specialists and generalists. As 

such, I aim for precise transliteration of texts and names, and I 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. I also use Merriam-Webster forms of commonly cited words without 

diacritics: Qurʾan, 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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, page number / chapter number v. (verse number). I 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. I 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.1 
 

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 García 

Lorca (d.  1936), writers who blend Arabic literary forms with Hebrew and Spanish respectively.2 

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 qasidas stitched seamless in Arabic.” 
 
Anton Shammas is a Palestinian writer known for Hebrew translations of Arabic literature. Frederico García Lorca 
adapted his casidas from Spanish renditions of Andalusi-Arabic qasidas. For more on Lorca’s adaptation, see Frederico 
García 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, majnūn 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 Neẓāmī Ganjavī’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 Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’s (d. 1209) 

Persian romantic epic, Layli and Majnun, which is regarded as the canonical version and is one of 

Nezāmi’s five long narrative poems that set a standard imitated by authors up to the colonial 
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period.3  In addition to Neẓāmī’s text, I examine Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) Book of Poetry and Poets 

(Kitāb al-Shʿir wa al-shuʿarāʾ), Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī’s (d. 967) Book of Songs (Kitāb al-

Aghānī), and an anonymous Dīwan that is the longest version of the tale in premodern Arabic.4 I 

argue that Neẓāmī’s Layli and Majnun presents a novel theory of love with respect to premodern 

Islamic intellectual debates on ʿishq—a term often translated as radical love, érōs, mystical love, 

or romantic love.5 It is against the accretion of debates on ʿishq in the early medieval period that I 

will analyze seventh to twelfth century Arabic and Persian renditions to bring forth the conceptual 

work of ʿishq in Layli and Majnun. Unlike its Arabic literary predecessors that use various terms 

for love and desire, Neẓāmī’s text explicitly thematizes ʿishq as a force that leads to corporeal 

transformation, and it uses inherited motifs of the legend to illustrate how the embodied effects of 

ʿishq can be lived in and beyond social life through the divergent ways in which Layla, Majnun, 

and other characters are affected by ʿ 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 ʿishq and which is a process that simultaneously cultivates the reader’s subjectivity. Overall, 

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

 
 3. There are approximately eighty versions based on Nezāmi’s Ganjavi’s (d. 1209) canonical Persian poem 
alone. Hasan Ḏulfaqāri 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, “Leylī o Majnūn.” Encyclopædia 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-Nadīm (d. c. 995) includes an independent work entitled Majnūn Laylā in his famous Book Catalogue 
(Kitāb al-Fihrist), which likely points to this work. For a longer discussion, see chapter 1. 
 5. Omid Safi has translated ʿishq as radical love, claiming that mystics such as Ḥallāj (d. 922), ʿAyn al-Qożat 
(d. 1131), and Farīd al-Dīn ʿAṭṭār (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-ʿishq,” 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 
ʿishq with érōs 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. 
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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 ʿishq untranslated throughout this project to locate its significance both 

in Layli and Majnun and in contemporaneous Islamic intellectual discourse. While I translate terms 

such ḥubb/maḥabba or hawā/shahwat as love or lust specifically, ʿishq 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.6 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 ʿ ishq, Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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. 
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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.7” 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.8  Asʿad 

Khairallah, in his comparative study of Ibn Qutayba (d. 889), al-Wālibī (f. c. 9th century), and ʿAbd 

al-Raḥmān Jāmī’s (d. 1492) Persian version of the story, pointed to the universal appeal of what 

he calls “the Majnūn figure” who he states archetypally “expresses a collective need for rebellion 

against the rationalist claims of society.”9 Michael Dols wrote a comprehensive study on madness 

in medieval Islamic society titled Majnūn: 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.10 

 
 7. It is not clear to me which critical edition Atkinson uses, and his translation reads as an adaptation. See James 
Atkinson, Lailí and Majnún: 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 Asʿad Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry: An interpretation of the Mağnūn 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, Majnūn: The Madman in 
Medieval Islamic Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 4. 
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On the Arabic material more specifically, Ruqayya Khan’s dissertation and recent 

monograph on the Majnun section of Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī’s  (d. 967) Book of Songs (Kitāb al-

Aghānī) is the most comprehensive study to date.11 In her 2020 monograph, Bedouin and ʿ Abbāsid 

Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnūn Laylā 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.12 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.13 Renate 

Jacobi’s work on the ʿudhrī 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.14 I cite Jacobi’s 

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

 
 11. Ruqayya Khan, "Sexuality and Secrecy in the Medieval Arabic Romance of ‘Majnūn Laylā,’" (PhD diss., 
University of Pennsylvania, 1997). 
 12. Ruqayya Khan, Bedouin and ʿAbbasid 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 ʿAbbasid Cultural Identities, 2 and 
Jaroslav Stetkeyvch, The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasīb (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 122. 
 14. Through a detailed comparison between a poem of Abū Dhuʾayb al-Hudhalī (d. 649) and the poetry of 
ʿudhrī poet Jamīl (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 ʿudhrī ghazal specifically, as well as 

build on Ruqayya Khan’s work by additionally examining the Dīwān.15  

Scholars of Persian literature in the late eighties and early nineties read Neẓāmī's Layli and 

Majnun primarily as a romance. J. C. Bürgel and Julie Scott Meisami read Neẓāmī’s corpus as a 

whole through a humanist lens that promotes values such as justice, non-violence, and the 

magnified presence of women.16 Both of these scholars read Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’s works. Meisami’s interest in romance as a 

genre led her to compare depictions of love in Fakhr al-Dīn Gorgānī (c. 11th century) and Neẓāmī, 

which she read comparatively with the philosophical-ethical approach of Naṣir al-Dīn Ṭūsī that 

emphasizes the perfectibility of the self.17 While Neẓāmī’s other protagonists such as Bahram of 

the Haft Peykar or Khosrow of Khosrow and Shīrīn 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.”18 For Meisami, Layli and Majnun should primarily be understood in negative terms; it 

 
 15. Specifically, I engage Stetkeyvch’s approach to ṣaʿālīk (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, Bürgel 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 Neẓāmī’s other romances. For a larger discussion see J.C. Bürgel, “The Idea of Non-Violence in 
the Epic Poetry of Neẓāmī,” 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 Neẓāmī, 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 



 

 9 

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 Neẓāmī’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 Aḥmad Ghazālī (d. 1126).19 

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.20 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. 21  Moreover, Seyed-Gohrab 

classifies Layli and Majnun as an “‘udhrīte romance” due to its emphasis on separation, suffering, 

and death, and he does not attempt a lateral reading with Neẓāmī’s other works or with the formal 

characteristics of the Persian mas ̱navī tradition.22 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, Laylī and Majnūn: Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in Neẓāmī's Epic Romance 
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 14. 
20. Seyed-Gohrab 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 Ghazālī and Hujwīrī to situate self-isolation in a mystical context as well as alludes to the fact that 
Neẓāmī himself chose a secluded life. See Seyed-Gohrab, Laylī and Majnūn, 90-110. 
 21. Seyed-Gohrab, Laylī and Majnūn, 337. 
 22. Seyed-Gohrab devoted a chapter to Neẓāmī’s rhetorical use of language, as well as offered some structural 
commentary on how through his introductions Neẓāmī “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, Laylī and Majnūn, 58-61. 
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read the work laterally against Neẓāmī’s other works to assert that a “literary” reading casts doubt 

on any associations of Neẓāmī with religious or mystical intent.23 

As such, there is no current scholarly consensus on how to interpret Layli and Majnun, or 

how Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī as a prim, proper, and Victorian-esque poet.24 

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 Neẓāmī’s other works. Asceticism 

varies across religious traditions and there is no reason that Neẓāmī’s appeals to spirituality need 

to be read as a denial of human sexuality. On the latter question of how Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī to the poet Fakhr al-Dīn Gorgānī (f. 11th century), who he claims is 
primarily concerned with carnal rather than spiritual love whereas Neẓāmī, “in introducing a didactic, spiritual, and 
implicitly Islamic or at least Sufi dimension into the romance narrative... redefines the genre.” Davis’ later 
characterization of Neẓāmī 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 Neẓāmī is concerned with spiritual instead of carnal love. 
The translation, moreover, does not include Neẓāmi’s lengthy introduction. See Dick Davis, Layli and Majnun: 
Nezami Ganjavi (Fredricksburg: Mage Publishers, 2020), xxiii-xxiv. 
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Rather than classifying Neẓāmī’s work as either secular romance or mystical allegory, I 

compare Arabic and Persian versions with Islamic intellectual debates on ʿishq 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.25 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.26 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 Neẓāmī’s adoption of ʿishq 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.27 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.28 It is within this world—a world which Mana Kia and others have referred to as “the 

Persianate”—that I maintain Neẓāmī’s approach to ʿ ishq developed.29 The bulk of this dissertation 

looks to the prehistory of Neẓāmī’s adoption of ʿishq 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 Ismāʿīl Sāmānī’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 (masnāvī) 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 

Neẓāmī’s deployment of ʿishq 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.  

II. 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq as a critical aspect of the formation of 

human subjectivity. The second reason is more specific to Neẓāmī’s deployment of ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī’s deployment of ʿishq 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.30 Lacan’s work reformulates Freudian psychoanalysis towards 

analysis of a subject that comes into being through language.31 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.32 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.”33 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 âmusement 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. 



 

 15 

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. 34  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.”35 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.36 Thinking with literatures from what is now associated with the global south, 

I respond to Aamir Mufti’s call to “radicalize philology” by insisting that premodern Persian and 

Arabic texts think conceptually about desire and embodiment.37 Analyzing ʿishq 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, 

Neẓāmī’s formulation of desire through ʿ ishq 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.38 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, In 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, Neẓāmī’s version of the legend foregrounds the radical potential of desire 

temporarily realized. ʿIshq 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 ʿishq include ethical actions such as care and generosity, the 

inscribing of which become the goal of the text’s thematization of ʿishq itself. As with Deleuze 

and Guattari’s approach, there is a channeling of the force of desire, yet in Neẓāmī’s text the ethical 

actions that stem from ʿishq create a vision of community beyond contemporaneous models of 

kinship.  

As such, the bulk of this project methodologically engages with premodern intellectual 

discourses on ʿishq to enable a better close reading of Neẓāmī’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 Muñoz’s articulation 

of queer futurity beyond reproduction, as well as queer feminist approaches to communal care.39 

 
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 
Muñoz’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 Neẓāmī’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 Muñoz, 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 Neẓāmī’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. 40 

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Cary Wolfe, and others have applied this critique to literary texts that 

consider animals as alternative kin. 41  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 

Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq, which provides the groundwork for locating Neẓāmī’s deployment.  

III. ʿIshq across genres  

 Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037) begins his short treatise on love (Risāla fī al-ʿishq) by detailing the 

erotics of metaphysics. The first chapter declares that all beings evidently have “a natural desire 

and an inborn love (ʿishq) and it necessarily follows that love (ʿishq) 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.”42 ʿIshq for Ibn Sīnā emanates from the divine as the force that enlivens all being, 

and simultaneously is that in which all being consists.43 The diffusion of ʿishq into all essences 

leads to their longing for the divine, which is the source of ʿishq itself and which serves as the 

backdrop for Ibn Sīnā’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 Sīnā’s 

emphasis on metaphysical erotics has an impact on how he views human love. Indeed, Ibn Sīnā’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.44 The chapter on 

human love is curiously titled, “ʿishq of the refined ones (ẓurafāʾ) and the young (fityān) for 

beautiful faces.” 45  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.46 Though 

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

 
 42. 

ًاببس ءایشلأا هذھ يف قشعلا نونكی نأ ةرورض مزلیوً ایزیرغً اقشعوً ایعیبطً اقوش ةربدملا تادوجوملا نم دحاو لكل نأ نیبف   
اھل دوجولل  

— 
“It is evident that every single designed being has natural desire (shawq) and inborn love and it necessarily follows 
that ʿishq is in all things the reason for their existence.” Ibn Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, edited by Ḥusayn Ṣiddīq and 
Rāwiyah Jāmūs (Damascus: Dār al-Fikr, 2005), 49. 
 43. Ibn Sīnā frequently refers to this divine form of ʿishq as al-ʿishq al-kullī (comprehensive/universal ʿishq). 
Ibn Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 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. 

ناسحلا ھجولأل نایتفلاو ءافرظلا قشع ركذ يف سماخلا لصفلا   
— 
Ibn Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 65. 
 46. I detail the ideal of refinement in chapter two. For an overview of the Sufi practice of gazing at young boys 
(shāhid-bāzī), See Lloyd Ridgeon, “The Controversy of Shaykh Awḥad al-Dīn Kirmānī and Handsome, Moon-Faced 
Youths: A Case Study of Shāhiz-Bāzī 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 ʿishq 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 Sīnā concretizes this satisfaction into three 

actions: embracing, kissing, and sexual intercourse.47 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 ʿishq in this way is a refined youth and this is the ʿishq of refinement and 

manliness (murūwa).” 48  For Ibn Sīnā, kissing and embracing are embodied actions that are 

 
 47. 

هوجولا ناسح دنع جئاوحلا اوبلطا   
 

امأف اھتعضابم بح ثلاثلاو اھلیبقت بح يناثلاو اھتقناعم بح اھدحأ :ةثلاث رومأ ھعبتت دق ناسنلإا نم ةنسحلا ةروصلا قشعو  
ةعضابملا بح  

— 
“And three things follow from ʿishq 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 Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 73-74. 
 48. 

كیرشلا ماقم ىلع اھنأو ةدئاز ھیف اھتصح نأو ةیناویحلا سفنلاب لاإً اصاخ سیل قشعلا اذھ نأ هدنع نیعتی اممف ةعضابملا بح   
كلذلو عامقنلاا ةیاغ ةیناویحلا ةوقلا عمقنت مل ام يقطنلا قشعلا صلخی نل لب ادج حیبق كلذو ةللآا ماقم ىلع لا مدختسملا لب  
دیلوت ھب دصق نإ ينعأ يقطن برضب ھنم ةجاحلا هذھ نوكت نأ لاإ مھللا ةجاحلا هذھب ھقوشعم دوار اذإ قشاعلا مھتی نأ يرحلاب  
يف لجرل لاإ نسحتسی لاو دصقلا اذھ غاسنی لا لب حیبق عرشلاب ةمرحملا ىثنلأا يفو لاحم سانلا نم ركذلا يف كلذو لثملا  

ھتكولمم يف وأ ھتأرما .  
 

اھلینو يسمللا اھسحب اھقوشعم لانت نأ دوت سفنلا نلأ كلذو داحتلااو براقتلا وھ امھیف ضرغلا ناك اذإف لیبقتلاو ةقناعملا امأو  
قوشعملا يف اھلثم میسنب بلقلا وھو ةیناسفنلا ةیلعافلا أدبم میسن طلتخی نأ ىلإ عزنتو ھتقناعم ىلإ قاتشتف يرصبلا اھسحب ھل  
مل كلذلو…امھنع يقوتلا بجوت ةشحاف ةیناوھش ارومأ ضرعلاب امھعابتتسا نكل امھتاذ يف نیركنمب اسیلف ھلیبقت ىلإ قاتشتف  
قشع نمف داسفلاو شحفلاب مھلا لا داحتلااو ينادتلا ھیف ضرغلا ناك ذإ دادولا كلذل اجعزم هؤدبم ناك نإو دلاولأا لیبقت ركنتسی  

ةورمو فرظت قشعلا اذھو فیرظ ىتف وھف قشعلا نم برضلا اذھ   
– 
Love of intercourse indeed is a type of ʿishq 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 ʿishq is not purified unless the 
animal faculty is tamed to the utmost extent. Therefore with respect the lover (al-ʿāshiq) 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 (tawadda) to incline to its beloved (maʿashūqa-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 (shahwānīya) 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 ʿishq as a metaphysical force, Ibn Sīnā acknowledges that ʿishq carries 

connotations that are inescapably attached to the body, a body that cannot be separated from the 

soul. 

Ibn Sīnā’s treatise gives a window into the complexity of the concept of ʿishq, 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 

Neẓāmī’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 ʿIshq 

 

I offer a comprehensive overview of medical discourse in chapter one, which provides the 

authoritative backdrop for opinions on ʿishq 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 ʿ ishq in this way is a refined youth and this is the ʿ ishq of refinement and manliness 
(murūwa). Ibn Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 75-76. 
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two. The medical view reaches an epitome in the Canon of Medicine, Ibn Sīnā’s medical textbook 

that was the standard textbook of Eurasia until the eighteenth century, wherein Ibn Sīnā classifies 

ʿishq as a delusionary illness of the brain. This medical classification and its localization in the 

brain follows ancient medicine, however, the humoral causality of ʿishq 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.49 Yet this “discovery” 

had already occurred in Islamic society perhaps as early as the seventh century in the work of 

ʿudhrī (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 

ʿudhrī poets. Abbasid (c. 750-1258) courtly authors drew on the examples of ʿudhrī poets as they 

began formulating conceptual stances on ʿishq that countered its medicalization.50 Jāḥiẓ and Ibn 

Dāwūd, like Ibn Sīnā, agreed that ʿishq 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 ʿishq’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 ʿishq by equating it with 

the divine essence. This strain, which can be seen in how thinkers such as Aḥmad Ghazālī elaborate 

on the radical utterances of Ḥallāj, an early mystic who declares “I am the Real (anā al-ḥaqq),” 

 
 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-Jazzār’s text and from the greater significance of ʿishq 
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 Jāḥiẓ and Ibn Dāwūd as the earliest formulations of ʿishq 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 ʿishq as divine essence, and insists that all creaturely 

manifestations of ʿ ishq are but a manifestation of the one, essential, divine ʿ ishq.51 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 ʿishq’s physical or excessive connotations in divine love alone. Conversely, it 

is these selfsame physical connotations that caused Ḥanbālī theologians to reject ʿishq 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.52 Religious ethicists, such as Miskawayh and Abū Ḥāmid al-

Ghazālī, likewise rejected ʿishq 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, ʿishq was an especially potent term by 

the time of the emergence of Neẓāmī’s Layli and Majnun. Returning to Ibn Sīnā, the Treatise on 

ʿIshq indicates how corporeality, animality, and rationality were linked in this milieu in ways that 

resonates with and differs from Neẓāmī’s text. Prizing rationality, Ibn Sīnā 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 Ḥallāj’s usage of ʿishq to describe the divine essence 
came to fruition in the twelfth-century Persianate world. See Joseph Lumbard, “From Ḥubb to ʿ 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 Ḥanbālī thinkers such as Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1201), Ibn Taymīya (d. 
1328), and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawzīya (d. 1350) rejected ʿishq because of its implications of excess and longing, which 
they maintained could not be applied to the divine. Bell argues that Ḥanbālī 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 Neẓāmī’s text is as engaged with Ḥanbālī 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. 53  Yet Ibn Sīnā likewise appeals to animals’ own capacity for inborn ʿishq, and he 

ambivalently declares their free will and praises their ability to make use of the faculty of sense-

perception.54 In a similarly ambivalent vein, Ibn Sīnā characterizes matter itself as a “blameworthy 

and reprehensible woman,” only to follow this statement with an affirmation that “matter has an 

inborn ʿishq.”55 For Ibn Sīnā, 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 ʿishq. Yet these beings nevertheless possess ʿishq, 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 ʿ ishq can be enacted. Neẓāmī’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 

 
 53. 

دع لب رشلا ةلمج نم دعی مل نإو طارفلإا عونب قطانلا ریغلا ناویحلا يف تربتعا اذإ ةیناویحلا سفنلاب ةصاخلا روملأا كلذكو   
نارجھلاو بانتجلاا قحتستو ناسنلإا يف بلاثملا ةلمج نم ةدودعم…ةیقطنلا ةوقلاب هرارضلإف اھاوق يف ةلیضف كلذ  

– 
“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 Sīnā continues by indicating things such as too much sex, opium, 
or wealth. See Ibn Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 70. 
 54. 
رایتخلااب ھنع ردصت امنإ ةیناویحلا ةوقلا قشعو نودأو ىندأ عونبو يعیبط عونب لاإ لیعافلأا ھنع ردصت لا ةیتابنلا ةوقلا قشع   

ةیسحلا ةوقلاب كلذ يف نیعتسی دق ناویحلا ضعب نإ ىتح نسحأو فطلأ ذخأمبو لضفأو ىلعأ عونبو  
– 
“Actions do not emanate from ʿishq of the vegetative faculty except for by the natural type and that are of a lower or 
inferior kind. Actions can emanate from ʿishq 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 Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 63. 
 55. 
مكلاب اھتمامد تطغ اھعانق فشكنا امھمف اھحبق نلاعتسا نع ةقفشملا ةمیمذلا ةمئلالا ةأرملاك ىلویھلا نإف…مدعلا رقم ىلویھلا  . 

ًایزیرغً اقشع ىلویھلا يف نأ ررقت دقف  
– 
“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 Sīnā, Risāla fī al-ʿishq, 57. 
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it explores the embodied effects of ʿishq. Unlike the philosophical, medical, and mystical genres 

briefly outlined in this section, Neẓāmī’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 (akhlāq) 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.56 

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. 57  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.58 Neẓāmī’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 Qurʾan 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 Qurʾan: 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 Neẓāmī’s) for 
edifying purposes. I draw from Ahmed’s approach by including Nezāmi’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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq occurs in tandem 

with the fictionality of Nezāmī’s text and ʿishq is not an important term in the prior Arabic literary 

material. Fictionality in classical Arabic adab has become a subject of debate.59 Rather than 

adopting a wholesale stance, I approach my sources in gradients by locating the conceptual work 

of the isnād (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.”60 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-Tawḥīdī, 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.61 The deployment of the isnād 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.62 Ibn 

Qutayba and the Dīwan strive to preserve the isnād even as the latter work contains layers of 

narrative sedimentation that likely go beyond the realm of strict fact.63 Iṣfahānī and Neẓāmī, on 

the other hand, directly undermine their sources, which makes their works more overtly 

fictionalized. This fictionality allows for a new approach to ʿishq alongside the rewriting of Layla 

and Majnun’s story in Neẓāmī’s text.  

Yet the ethical aspect of Neẓāmī’s work as a work of adab likewise contributes to its 

reformulation of ʿishq. 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.64 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 (dāstāns) 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, I,” Encyclopædia Iranica, Vol. IX, Fasc. 
6, 572-579. Last modified January 26, 2012. https://iranicaonline.org/articles/fiction-i-traditional. 
 62. Julia Bray, “ʿAbbasid Myth and the Human Act: Ibn ʿAbd 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 Dīwan includes scenes of Majnun speaking with a gazelle that responds, detailed meetings 
with Kuthayyir (another legendary ʿudhrī 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 Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq, 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.65 Taking up these different 

perspectives in different chapters, this project shows how Layli and Majnun’s multifaceted 

approach to ʿishq leads to a novel channeling of ʿishq’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 

Qurʾan and the biography of the prophet Muhammad as well as from medical discourse on ʿishq, 

demonstrating how the madman (majnūn, 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 ṣaʿālīk (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 Dīwan, 

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 ʿishq). This chapter further fleshes out the historical web of 

discourses on ʿishq by indicating how authors at the Abbasid court such as Jāḥiẓ (d. 868-9) and 

Ibn Dāwūd (d. 908-9) responded to medical approaches by indicating the pleasures that come with 

ʿishq’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 ʿishq becomes such an important term in Nezāmī’s text, which, unlike the Arabic 

material on Majnun, explicitly thematizes ʿishq 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 Nezāmī’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 (ʿāshiq) 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī’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 

ʿishq 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 ʿ ishq 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq into question by redefining what unity means. Instead of 

overcoming matter and multiplicity as in contemporaneous Persianate mystical texts, Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq.  

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 ʿishq. 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 (akhlāq) on love, which imagines the highest form of 

love (defined as maḥabba) to be between allegedly self-sufficient men in the polis. In contrast, 

Layli and Majnun’s foregrounding of the corporeal effects of ʿishq positions Layla as a lover 
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whose approach channels ʿishq’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 ʿishq 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 

ʿishq in ways that differ from normative ethical literature (akhlāq).  

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 ʿ ishq’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 ʿishq 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, majnūn carries connotations of one possessed 

by jinn, who are often considered to inspire madness.1 The Qurʾan employs the term majnūn to 

differentiate the speech of soothsayers or madmen from that of true prophets.2 The literary figure 

Majnun—a figure the tradition often associates with Qays ibn al-Mulawwaḥ (d. c. 688)—emerges 

as an archetypal madman-poet in quasi-biographical accounts dated from the ninth century 

onwards.3 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 

Ruqayya Khan analyzes the gazelle as a symbol in the Arabic material that recalls the beloved.4 

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

 
1. Ibn Manẓūr’s definition of majnūn focuses on possession, either by jinn or the divine, citing majnūn as a 

passive participle related to the verb ʾajannahu (to madden or to veil/conceal). The latter translation is possibly 
explained by Sībawayi’s note that the term implies having an experience of wonder (taʿajjub), which may lead to 
concealing oneself. See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān Al-ʿArab, ed. by Muḥammad ʿAbd Allāh ʿAlī Kabīr, Aḥmad Ḥasab Allāh, 
and Hāshim Muḥammad Shādhilī (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 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 Sūras 
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 (majnūn), 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 Qurʾān’s late 
antique environment. 
 3. The earliest source on Majnun’s life that I explore in this chapter, Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) Kitāb al-Shiʿr wa-
l-Shuʿarāʾ, connects Majnun to Qays and offers two alternatives on his lineage. 
 4. See Ruqayya 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?5 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 Qurʾan and 

the sīra (biography of the prophet Muhammad), demonstrating how the madman (majnūn, 

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.6 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 ʿishq as a mental illness.7 Unlike the 

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

 
 5. Renate Würsh has noted the exceptional use of animals in Nezāmī’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 Würsh, 
“‘Let Even a Cat Win Your Heart!’ Nizāmī on Animal and Man,” in A Key to the Treasure of the Hakim, eds. J.C. 
Bürgel 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 ʿ Abbasid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnun Layla 
Story (New York: Routledge, 2020), 8-10. 
 7. As explained in the introduction, I leave ʿishq (a term that has often been rendered as érōs) 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 ṣaʿālīk (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.8 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 Abū al-

Faraj al-Iṣfahānī  (d. 967), as well as in a source known as Dīwan Majnūn Laylā, which is attributed 

to Abū Bakr al-Wālibī. Dīwans are typically compilations of the poems of any given author 

arranged by meter or rhyme 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 Wālibī 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 to 
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.9 This has led the critic Asʿad Khairallah to conclude that 

Wālibī himself may have been a legendary character under whose name many compilers pieced 

together a gradual accretion of material on Majnun.10 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 Dīwan to likely contain layers 

of historical sedimentation, then it is possible to place it within a larger genre of anecdotes (akhbār) 

collected around poetry attributed to famous figures from the Arab-Islamic past. This genre gained 

prominence in the ninth and tenth century Abbasid milieu.11 Despite ongoing historiographical 

 
 9. The editors Abdul-Sattar Ahmad Farraj and Hudā Wāʾil ʿĀmir of Majnun’s Dīwan postulate that Wālibī 
lived in the second half of the second century hijrī (roughly early ninth century) based on the inclusion of transmitters 
in the chains of transmission (isnād) whose lives are more historically verifiable. In some manuscripts, this includes 
the musician Isḥāq Ibrāhīm al-Mawṣilī (d. 850) and the lexicographer and transmitter Abū ʿAmr al-Shaybānī (d. c. 
821-831). Additionally, Yurī ʿ Abd al-Ghanī notes that the cataloguer Ibn al-Nadīm (d. c. 995) includes an independent 
work entitled Majnūn Laylā in his famous Book Catalogue (Kitāb 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 
Iṣfahānī’s works. It remains unclear to me why Wālibī is nonetheless entirely absent from Iṣfahānī’s work if Wālibī 
did in fact live prior to him. This could be because the Dīwan includes material that may be attributable to other poets 
(especially Jamīl or Kuthayyir, fellow ʿudhrī poets whose verses are regularly interchanged for Majnun’s). David 
Larsen argues that Jamīl and Majnun are connected through Kuthayyir, who was both an early teller of Majnun’s tales 
and Jamīl’s main transmitter (rāwī). See Abū Bakr al-Wālibī, attrib., Dīwan Majnūn Laylā, ed. by Abdul-Sattar Ahmad 
Farraj (Cairo: Dār al-Miṣr lil-Ṭibāʿa, 1963), 33; Abū Bakr al-Wālibī, attrib., Dīwān Ashʿār Majnun Banī ʿĀmir Maʿa 
Baʿḍ Aḥwālih, ed. by Huda Waʾil Amir (Beirut: al-Muʾassasah al-ʿArabīyah lil-Dirāsāt wa-al-Nashr, 2011), 24-26; 
Abū Bakr al-Wālibī, attrib., Dīwan Qays ibn al-Mulawwaḥ Majnūn Laylā, ed. by Yurī ʿAbd al-Ghanī (Beirut: Dār al-
Kutub al-ʿIlmīya, 1999), 19-20; David Larsen, email message to author, February 24, 2023.  
 10 . Khairallah has argued that the isnād serves as a conventional device in the Dīwan. This could be the case, 
and Hudā Wāʾil ʿĀmir has noted the impossibility of isnāds that link Abū ʿAmr al-Shaybānī (d. c. 821-831) and 
Nawfal ibn al-Musāḥiq (d. 693). However, the remaining evidence Khairallah cites remains ambiguous—the fact that 
the Dīwan states that al-Wālibī narrates Majnun’s anecdotes in “his own time (fī zamāni-hi)” does not have to mean 
that al-Wālibī lived at the same time as Majnun, as Khairallah suggests as a possible scenario. Unlike the undermining 
of the isnād in Iṣfahānī’s work, the Dīwan never points to the active intervention of any compiler. I prefer, given the 
lack of definitive dating of Wālibī’s life, to claim that the Dīwan likely represents an accretion of material beyond 
Wālibī’s potential lifespan. This allows for accounting layers of historical sedimentation without necessarily 
undermining the possibility of a historical Wālibī. See Asʿad Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry An Interpretation 
of the Mağnūn Legend. (Beirut: Beirutur Texte und Studien: 1980), 58-60 and Abū Bakr al-Wālibī, attrib., Dīwān 
Ashʿār Majnun Banī ʿĀmir Maʿa Baʿḍ Aḥwālih, ed. by Huda Waʾil Amir (henceforth Dīwan), 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 (akhbār) 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 Dīwan, Wālibī’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 Dīwan 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 Neẓāmī’s Persian 

rendition.12  

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.13 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.14 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 tawaḥḥush (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 Dīwan, which further explains its highly differentiated manuscript tradition. See Beatrice Gruendler, 
Abū Bakr al-Ṣūlī: The Life and Times of Abū Tammām (New York: NYU Press, 2015), xv-xx.  
 12 . R. Blachére considers that the Dīwan, despite its many issues, “cannot be regarded as occupying an 
insignificant place in the study of archaic poetry.” Furthermore, Huda Waʾil Amir has stated that Wālibī’s account is 
more comprehensive than Ibn Ṭūlūn’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, 
“Madjnūn Laylā,” 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 Dīwan, 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 ʿAbbāsid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnūn Laylā 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 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 
“Inventing with Animals in the Middle Ages,” 39-62. 
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blurring allows for an imagining of an alternative society.15 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.16 

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 Qurʾan and sīra  

 When read together, the Qurʾan and sīra provide a glimpse into popular views of the 

madman (majnūn) 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 Isḥāq ibn ʿ Imrān’s (d. c. 903-909) 

treatise on melancholia.17 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 ʿajab 
(wonder), taʿajjub (wonderment), and badiʿ (innovative, original, and marvelous—there is also a parallel, negative 
sense more typically associated with things that are strange/foreign (gharīb). Notably, Harb states that this negative 
sense is often brought forward by being paired with the term waḥshī (wild, uncultivated), which is from the same root 
as tawaḥḥush (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 Isḥāq ibn ʿImrān 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-maraḍ al-kahāna), 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.18 In 

this section, I therefore look to the Qurʾan and sīra 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.  

 Qurʾanic usage of the term majnūn 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-Takwīr (Q 81:22), the term is deployed after a series of 

oaths that announce the impending apocalypse.19 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 Qurʾan views as the unjust practice 

of female infanticide.20 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-qawlu rasūlin karīmin),” which 

affirms Muhammad’s direct connection to supernatural authority that is given through Qurʾanic 

revelation.21 Immediately following this pivotal moment, the Qurʾan 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 Ḥunayn ibn ʾIsḥāq (d. 873), 
al-Rāzī (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 Qurʾan 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 Qurʾan 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 (waʿd) 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 Qurʾan 
(Q 16:57-58; 81:8-9, 14; 6:137, 140, 151; 17:31; 60:12). See Michael Sells, Approaching the Qurʾān: The Early 
Revelations (Ashland: White Cloud Press, 1999), 49-50 and Donna Lee Brown, “Infanticide,” in Encyclopedia of the 
Qurʾān, ed. Johanna Pink. Consulted online March 1, 2023. <http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1875-
3922_q3_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 (majnūn) nor inspired by “an outcast devil (shayṭānin rajīmin).”22 This signals not only how 

the Qurʾan 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 majnūn 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.23 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 Qurʾan’s late antique environment. 

 Suras traditionally attributed to a later Meccan phase expand upon the Qurʾanic category 

of prophecy through comparisons of the prophet Muhammad with Biblical prophets, and in such 

comparisons the term majnūn once again appears alongside a list of other figures associated with 

access to the supernatural such as the magician (saḥīr) or the priest (kāḥin).24 The Qurʾan 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.25 Moreover, the Qurʾan 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 sūra. 
Following Carl Ernst’s notion of the tripartite structure of this sūra, 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 Qurʾan (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. Kāḥin 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,” (kōhēn), 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 
Qurʾānic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 85-87. 
 25. Angelika Neuwirth has analyzed the various narratives on Moses in the Qurʾan 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.26 Riffing on the motif of Moses’ staff transforming into a snake, Sura al-Dhāriyāt (Q 

51:39 and 52) quotes the accusation made by Pharaoh of Moses of being “a magician or a madman 

(sāḥirun aw majnūnun)” 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.’”27 Such comparisons show the ways in which the Qurʾan 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 Qurʾan, the sīra 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.28  While the Qurʾan briefly 

mentions skeptics of the prophet’s message that later commentators connect to members of the 

prophet’s own family of the Quraysh, the sīra intimately details such encounters. In one such 

encounter, members of the Quraysh consult with Walīd ibn al-Mughīra, an elder of the family 

whom the tradition recalls alongside his uncle Abū 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 Qurʾan 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 (siḥr), 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, “Siḥr,” 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. Sīra means “way of going/acting,” “epistle,” “pamphlet,” and “the life and times of / biography.” Martin 
Hinds and Maher Jarrar have debated about the various kinds of documents that originally circulated under the rubric. 
I cite from the traditional narrative attributed to Ibn Hishām in order to bring forth the received and endorsed views 
on madness in the emergent Islamic environment. For more on the composition of the Sīra, see W. Raven, “Sīra,” 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 Walīd ibn al-
Mughīra, 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 (kāhin).”  
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 (sajʿihi).”    
                                      

They said, “We say he is a madman (majnūn).”  
He said, “He is not a madman, for we have seen 

madness (al-junūn) 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.” 29 

 اذ ناكو شیرق نم رفن ھیلإ عمتجا ةریغملا نب دیلولا نإ مث
 دق ھنإ شیرق رشعم ای مھل لاقف مسوملا رضح دقو مھیف نس
 دقو ھیف مكیلع مدقتس برعلا دوفو نإو مسوملا اذھ رضح
 لاوً ادحاوً ایأر ھیف اوعمجأف اذھ مكبحاص رمأب اوعمس
  ً.اضعب ھضعب مكلوق دریوً اضعب مكضعب بذكیف اوفلتخت
  .ھب لوقنً ایأر انل مقأو لقف سمش دبع ابأ ای تنأف ولاقف
  .عمسأ اولوقف متنأ لب لاق
  .نھاك لوقن اولاق
 ةمزمزب وھ امف ناھكلا انیأر دقل نھاكب وھ ام اللهو لا لاق
  .ھعجس لاو نھاكلا
  .نونجم لوقنف اولاق
 لاو ھقنخب امف هانفرعو نونجلا انیأر دقل نونجمب وھ ام لاق
  .ھتسوسو لاو ھجلاخت
  .رعاش لوقنف اولاق
 ھجزھو هزجر ھلك رعشلا انفرع دقل رعاشب وھ ام لاق
  .رعشلاب وھ امف ھطوسبمو ھضوبقمو ھضیرقو

 
In these negotiations, the community suggests an extended list of the figures that are used in the 

Qurʾan for types of speakers that may be confused with prophets in general and the prophet 

Muhammad in particular. Moreover, Walīd ibn al-Mughīra’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 

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

 
 29. Ibn Hishām, Sīrat al-Nabī (Cairo: Maktabat Muḥammad ʻAlī Ṣabīḥ, 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. 30  This exchange 

concludes with Walīd ibn al-Mughīra declaring that the prophet is most similar to a magician 

(sāḥir), which solidifies his position for the tradition as an opponent even as he is assimilated into 

the community through his sons’ conversion. 31  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.32 

These brief selections from the Qurʾan and sīra 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 sīra’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 Qurʾānic voice declares that the 
prophet is not a priest (kāḥin), madman (majnūn) or a poet. The Qurʾān refutes an association of the prophet’s speech 
with poetry in many places, particularly at the end of the Sūra al-Shu‘arāʾ (The Poets, Q 26:224-227). 
 31. Ibn Hishām, 173. For more on Walīd ibn al-Mughīra, see Zettersteen, K.V., “al-Walīd b. al-Mughīra” 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 Sīra when Naḍr ibn al-Ḥārith 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 Hishām, 188. 
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also point to how madness was further marked by negative associations that prepared the ground 

for medical approaches.  

II. ʿIshq 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).33 Key thinkers include Isḥāq ibn ʿImrān (d. c. 903-909), Abū 

Bakr al-Rāzī (d. 925 or 935), ʿAlī ibn ʿAbbas al-Majūsī (d. c. 982-994), and Ibn Sīnā (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.34 Prior to the twelfth-century translation of Ibn Sīnā’s Canon of Medicine (Qanūn 

fī al-Ṭibb), 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-Jazzār’s (d. 979) Provisions for the Traveler and the Nourishment of 

the Settled (Kitāb zād al-musāfir wa qūt al-ḥāḍir). 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.35 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. c. 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, Majnūn: 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 ʿishq as a disease, which culminates in Ibn Sīna’s 

theorization that heightens the severity of ʿishq by authorizing bodily evacuation by means of 

forced vomiting (istifrāgh), a severe form of treatment.36  

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.37 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.38 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 ʿishq.39  

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-Jazzār’s text and from the greater significance of ʿishq 
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, “Ṭibb,” 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 ʿishq 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.40 Moral philosophy had a bearing on medicine in 

general and on the treatment of ʿishq in particular. An early example of this connection can be 

seen in Rāzī’s (d. 925) On Spiritual Medicine (al-Ṭibb al-rūḥānī), which develops a moderately 

ascetic ideal of life based on the premise that all pleasures presuppose a prior pain. 41  The 

discussion on pleasure comes to a head in a section that Rāzī titles “On ʿishq and familiarity (al-

ulfa) and a few summary words on pleasure.”42 This section offers a polemic against “the vileness 

of ʿishq,” and Rāzī declares that he is responding to courtly authors who he describes as “the 

effeminate men (khanithūn), 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.” 43  Against these groups, Rāzī 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 ʿishq 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, Abū Bakr al-Rāzī (d. 925) was a physician, philosopher, and alchemist 
most known for the compilation of his medical notes in Kitāb Ḥāwī fi l-ṭibb (The Comprehensive Book of Medicine) 
that was translated in 1279 as Continens, his magnum opus Kitāb jāmi al-kabīr (Great Medical Compendium) as well 
as for his work on smallpox and measles. See L.E. Goodman, “al-Rāzī,” 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. 

ةذللا يف ملاكلا ةلمجو ةفللااو قشعلا يف   
– 
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 Abū Bakr al-Rāzī, Ṭibb al-rūḥānī, ed. by ʿAbd al-Laṭīf 
Muḥammad Abd (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahḍah al-Miṣrīyah, 1978), 53. 
43. 

ھتساسخو قشعلا ينعأ   
 

ّلاإ ایندلا نم نودیری لاو اھاوس مھمھی لا نیذلا تاوھشلل نورِثؤملاو نوفرتمُلاو غارُّفلاو نولزَِغلاو لاجرلا نم نوثِنخَلا امأف  
رعشلا نم لزِغلا قیقرلا ةیاورو قاشُعلا صصق يف رظنلا اورثكأ نإ امیس لا ةیلبلا هذھ نم نوصلختی نوداكی لاف…اھتباصإ  
ءانغلاو ناحللأا نم يجشلا عامسو  

– 
“I mean ʿishq and its vileness.” This statement serves as a way of shifting the treatise from its discussion of pleasure 
in general to ʿishq more specifically.  
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philosophers who are the ones characterized by the ideals of refinement (ẓarf) and etiquette (adab). 

These same ideals are the ones claimed by writers and poets of the Abbasid court, and Rāzī’s 

deployment of them reclaims power by rearticulate the ideal.44 Rāzī does not only emasculate these 

groups, but also dehumanizes anyone who could count as a lover (ʿāshiq) by declaring “indeed, 

lovers trespass the limits of beasts in their lack of control of the soul.”45 The category of “lovers” 

is then further delineated as Rāzī notes that ʿishq 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 ʿishq.46 Here we can see how hierarchizing discourse tracks onto 

 
 
“But the effeminate men (khanithūn), 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 khanithūn 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 Rāzī lists, indicates that 
Rāzī intends to refer to anyone who could be considered to be not “properly” men. See Rāzī, Ṭibb al-rūḥānī, 56 and 
53. On the khanithūn, see Ed., “Liwāṭ”, 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 (ẓarf) in a group she calls “genteel savants” 
(ẓarīf), or “elegent, fashionable cliques that took the famous ninth century love treatise Book of the Flower (Kitāb al-
Zahrā) 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 
ʿAbbāsid Cultural Identities, 14. 
 45. 

سفنلا ةكلم مدع يف مئاھبلاّ دح نوزواجی قاشُّعلا نإ   
-- 

Rāzī, Ṭibb al-rūḥānī, 56. 
 46. 

ًادایتعا داتعیو مھداتعی لا قشعلا ىرنو ،طقف ةفسلافلا عم روملأا هذھ دجن نحنو…بدلأاو فرظلاب نوموسوملا مھ ءلاؤھو   
ًةنطف قّرأ مملأا نم ةمأ تسیل ھنأ يّلكلا مّاعلا رملأا نمً اضیأ دجنو .طابنلأاو جلاعلأاو داركلأاو بارعلأا فلاجأً امئادً اریثك  
مملأا رئاس يف امّم لّقأ مھتلمج يف قشعلا دجنو ،نیینانویلا نمً ةمكح رھظأو  

– 
Indeed (the philosophers) are those who are characterized by refinement (ẓarf) and etiquette (adab), and we find these 
affairs with the philosophers only, and we see ʿishq is not their habit, but it is the frequent and constant habit of the 
uncivilized Arabs (ajlāf 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 (ḥikma) than the Greeks, and we see ʿishq in most of them less than 
we see in all of the rest of peoples. Rāzī, Ṭibb al-rūḥānī, 59-60.  
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these groups’ perceived irrationality, which is affirmed by their proclivities towards ʿishq. Rāzī’s 

moral philosophy recognizes a potency of ʿishq 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-Jazzār’s (d. 979) Provisions 

for the Traveler and the Nourishment of the Settled (Kitāb zād al-musāfir wa qūt al-ḥāḍir) 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.47 Ibn al-Jazzār 

defines ʿishq 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.”48 Following a Galenic approach, Ibn al-Jazzār concretizes 

ʿishq by locating its effects in the brain and by differentiating it from desire (shawq). Ibn al-Jazzār 

goes on to clarify that ʿishq is that which overflows from love (maḥabba), that it is an excess of 

affection (mawwada), and that it is perhaps “an intense natural need to emit excess from the 

body.”49 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. 
 48. 

ينعأ سفنلا عاجوأ مظعأ ھعبتی راص كلذلو ةوھشو ةركف عم قوشلا طارفإ وھو غامدلا يف دلوتت يتلا ءاودلأا نم قشعلاو   
رھسلاو ركفلا  

– 
Ibn al-Jazzār, Zād Al-musāfir Wa-qūt Al-ḥāḍir, edited by Muḥammad Suwaysī and Rāḍī al-Jāzī (Tunis: al-Dār al-
ʻArabīyah lil-Kitāb, 1986), 83. 
 49. 
ىلإ ةعیبطلا ةجاح ةدش قشعلا ةلع تناك امبرو ةدوملا طارفإ حصنلا نأ امكو ةبحملا نع لضف امل مسا ةفسلافلا ضعب لاق دقو   

للحیو ھلقع ھیلع دریو نونجلاو ءادوسلا ةرملا ھیلع بلغت نمل عفان عامجلا نأ میكحلا سفور معز دقو .ندبلا نع لضفلا جارخا  
قشاعلا كامھنا ةدش   

– 
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physicians.50 Moreover, Ibn al-Jazzār, unlike Rāzī, notes the humoral causation of black bile, 

which leads to an acknowledgement of ʿishq’s severity that causes the lover’s rationality to yield 

and that could eventually lead to the more severe mental disease of melancholia.51 Following 

ancient medicine, Ibn al-Jazzār recommends wine as a cure for the body and music for the soul.52 

Although Ibn al-Jazzār agrees with Rāzī that the threat ʿishq poses to rationality is bad for bodily 

health, his diagnostic approach carries less of a sense of moral judgement.  

Though Ibn al-Jazzār’s work hints at humoral causality, the diagnostic approach reached a 

new level of theorization with Ibn Sīnā’s Canon of Medicine. For the first time, ʿishq is not listed 

as sub-type of melancholia, but “a delusionary illness (maraḍ waswāsī) similar to melancholia.”53 

 
And some of the philosophers have said that it is a name for what overflows from love (maḥabba) and however much 
there is guidance, it is the excess of affection (mawadda) and perhaps the disease of ʿishq 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 (ʿaql) yields to it and the lover (al-ʿāshiq) dissolves in intense abandon. 
Ibn al-Jazzār, 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 Qurʾan, Hadith, and Jurisprudence (Oxford: Oneworld 
Publications, 2006), 56-74. 
 51. 

نع اھیھلیو ھسفن بیطیو هركف لمعتسی امب لباقیو قشاعلا جلاعی مل نإف ندبلا جازمل ةعبات سفنلا ىوق نإ سونیلاج لاق كلذك   
ایلوخیلاملاب فورعملا دحلا ىلإ جرخت لائل ركفلا يف يدامتلا  

– 
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-Jazzār, 84. 
 52. 

حورلاك عامسلا نأ ةفسلافلا ضعب معز دقو …نیقشاعلاو نیفئاخلاو نینوزحملل يوق ءاود بارشلا نأ سفور معز دقو   
ندبلاك بارشلاو  

– 
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-Jazzār, 84-85. 
 53. 

ایلوخنلاملاب ھیبش يساوسو ضرم اذھ   
– 
“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 Isḥāq ibn ʿImrān’s (d. 908) work, but she does not note that Ibn 
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This classification heightens not only the bodily effects of ʿishq, but also the extremity with which 

the physician sought to treat it. Ibn Sīnā 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.”54 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 Sīnā offers a comment that acknowledges “the 

subordination of the body to mental delusions.”55 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 ʿishq as an external force, which releases it from moral 

judgement.  

 
Sīnā no longer relegated ʿishq to being a sub-type. See Wack, 35 and Ibn Sīnā, al-Qānūn fī ṭ-ṭibb vol. 2 (Būlāq, 1877), 
71. I have also referenced Dols’ translation in Majnūn, 484-485.  
 54. 

فلتخا اذإف ،ھضبن ىلع دیلا نوكیو ً،ارارم داعت ةریثك ءامسأ ركذی نأ كلذ يف ةلیحلاو .ھجلاع لبس دحأ ھقوشعم ةفرعم نإف   
ككسلا كلذك ركذی مث ،قوشعملا مسا ھنأ تملع ً،ارارم كلذ تبرّجو دواع مث ،عطقنملا ھبش راصو ً،امیظعً افلاتخا كلذب  
دنع ریغتی ناك اذإ ىتح ضبنلا ظفحیو قوشعملا مسا ىلإ اھنم لاًك فیضتو ،نادلبلاو بسنلاو تاعانصلاو فرحلاو نكاسملاو  
ھب انجرختساو اذھ انبرج دق انإف ،ھتفرعو ةفرحلاو ةیلحلاو مسلاا نم ھقوشعم صاوخ كلذ نم تعمج ً،ارارم دحاو ءيش ركذ  
تلعف ةعیرشلاو نیدلا ھّلحی ھجو ىلع امھنیب عمجلا ریبدت لاإً اجلاع دجت مل نإ مث ،ةعفنم ھیلع فوقولا يف ناك ام  

– 
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 Sīnā, al-Qānūn fī ṭ-ṭibb vol. 2, 72.  
 55. 

ةیناسفنلا ماھولأل ةعیبطلا ةعاط ىلع انللدتساو ،بجعلا ھب انیضق ةدم رصقأ يف ةدواعم لطم دعب ھقوشعم نم لصوب سحأ امل   
– 
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 (awhām al-nafsānīya). 
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Other treatments for Ibn Sīnā 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.56 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 (junūn).”57 Loss of 

rationality remains the breaking point. Ibn Sīnā  then specifies tionother forms of sex and seduc 

that can be curative as he suggests that old women or effeminate men may parody the beloved.58 

This suggestion affirms that for Ibn Sīnā, as with the ancient Greek physicians that proceeded him, 

a lover was generally a man, and it mirrors what he considers in the Risāla fī l-ʿishq (Treatise on 

ʿishq) to be lawful and desirable forms of touching and kissing between men.59 Moreover, Ibn Sīnā 

 
 56. 

غرفتستف ،اھفرعت يتلا تاملاعلاب طلخ قارتحا ىلإ ھلاح تّدأ لھ لمأتت   
– 
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 Sīnā, al-Qānūn fī ṭ-ṭibb vol. 2, 72. 
 57. 
برضو ةسوسو وھ امنإ ھب ام نأ ھیدل ریوصتلاو ھفینعتو ھب ءازھتسلااو ھل ةظعلاو ةحیصنلا نإف ،ءلاقعلا نم قشاعلا ناك نإو   

نونجلا نم   
– 
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 Sīnā gives to the imaginative faculty. Ibn Sīnā, al-Qānūn fī ṭ-ṭibb vol. 
2, 72. 
 58.  

 ،ةضغبم تایكاحمب ھھجو ءاضعأ نلثمیو ،ةحیبق تاھیبشتب قوشعملا ةروص زئاجعلا ءلاؤھ يكاحت نأ كلذ يف عفنی اممو 
 رصقت لا ةعنص ھیفً اضیأ مھل نیثنخملا نإف ،نیثنخملا لاإ لاجرلا نم ھیف قذحأ نّھو ،نھلمع اذھ نّإف ،ھیف نبھسُیو كلذ نَمدُِیو
 زئاجعلا ةعنص نع
– 

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 (al-mukhannathīn) and the effeminate men are 
also skillful in this in no way inferior to the skill of the old women. Ibn Sīnā, al-Qānūn fī ṭ-ṭibb vol. 2, 72. 
 59. There Ibn Sīnā 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 ʿishq of a man of refinement. See Emil Frackenheim, “A Treatise 



 

 53 

also suggests that buying slave girls (jawārī) and increasing sexual activity with them is another 

way of curing ʿishq.60 As such, sex within the law was one way amongst many for curing the 

severity of ʿishq, a severity that was fully conceptualized to be the result of humoral imbalance in 

Ibn Sīnā’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.61 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 Rāzī’s discussion of 

groups affected by ʿishq. 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 Sīnā, Risālah fī al-ʿishq, ed. by Ḥusayn Ṣiddīq and 
Rāwiyah Jāmūs (Damascus: Dār al-Fikr, 2005), 74. 
 60. 

نھعم برطلاو ،نھنم دادجتسلااو ،نھتعماجم نم راثكلإاو ،يراوجلا ءارتشا   
– 
(Among the recommended activities are also) the buying of slave-girls (jawārī), 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 
(ṭarīqat) thereafter. While ascetic devotion was prominent amongst the earliest phase, it is but one component of later 
phases and Sufis such as Ahmad-e Jām (d. 1141) or Abū Saʿīd Abū l-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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III. Animality in pre-Islamic poetry  

 Non-human animals are abundant in pre-Islamic poetry. Descriptions of animals appear in 

the nasīb (love-prelude) and the raḥil (journey) of the muʿallaqāt (hanging odes), and different 

animals offer divergent windows into the ritual functions and lifestyles of this society.62 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.63 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.64 Many muʿallaqāt contain lengthy 

descriptions of other animals, often used in similes as intricate ways of describing the camel, such 

as Labīd ibn Rabīʿa’s descriptions of the onager and oryx.65 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 muʿallaqāt poet’s power 

 
 62. The muʿallaqāt (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 Kaʿba. 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 muʿallaqāt, 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 ʿAbbāsid 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 (akhbār) and genealogies (ansāb) 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 Labīd, 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 Labīd’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 murūʾa (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 (qaṣīda).66 Stetkevych has argued that this boast 

represents the poet’s completion of a rite of passage, pointing to the ode of Labīd as paradigmatic 

due to its declaration of the collective power of the tribe and of celebrating this power in drinking 

and feasting.67 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 muʿallaqāt, poems of the ṣaʿālīk (plural, singular ṣuʿlūk) 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 ṣuʿlūk’s boast typically praises his own 

self-sufficiency or the self-sufficiency of other ṣaʿālīk like him.68 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 ṣaʿālīk, Shanfarā’s Lāmiyya (Poem rhyming in the letter “lām”). According to later 

quasi-biographical accounts, Shanfarā 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 murūʾa 
(manliness) is countered by the Qurʾan’s own ethos of hospitality, which rearticulates the actions of the generous hero 
(karīm) as winning reward in the afterlife,” while  Stetkevych describes the articulation of murūʾa as built into the 
bipartite or tripartite structure of the qaṣīda 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 Qurʾān and Arabic 
Poetry,” in The Oxford Handbook of Qurʾānic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 402-403; Stetkevych, 
The Mute Immortals Speak, 4-8; James E. Montgomery, “Dichotomy in Jāhilī Poetry.” Journal of Arabic Literature 17 
(1986): 1–20.  
 67. Angelika Neuwirth has discussed how banquet scenes in Qurʾanic paradise share images with the boast of 
muʿallaqāt poetry, arguing that the deployment of tropological similarities served to promote the new eschatological 
theology of the Qurʾan 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 ṣu‘lūk is an intensified adjectival form of the verb ṣalaka (to travel, to go along 
a road) 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.69 The Lāmiyya opens by declaring these 

inversions of kinship affiliation:  

Raise the chests of your camels, brothers from my 
mother, and go. 
I incline towards a tribe other than you. 70 

مْكُِّیطِمَ رَوُدصُ يمُِّأ يِنَب اومُیِقَأ  
لَُیمْلأَ مْكُاوَسِ مٍوَْق ىلإ ينِّإف  

 
The camels symbolize the strength of Shanfarā’s tribe, whose natal intimacy with him is carefully 

denoted when he calls them “brothers from my mother” (banī ummī) and he commands them to 

depart. This departure reverses the expectations that Shanfarā 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.71 This ambiguity is, however, resolved a few lines 

later as Shanfarā names his alternative kin:  

I have other kin than you—the swift wolf, 
spotted leopard, and long-maned hyena. 
 
They are the family who do not spread an entrusted secret, 
and they do not abandon a criminal because of his 
crimes.72  

سٌَّلمَعٌَ دیسِ نوُلھْأ مْكَُنوُْد يلو  
لَُئیْجَ ءُاَفرْعَو لٌوُلھْزُ طَُقرْأو  

 
عٌئاذ رِّسِّلا عَُدوَْتسْمُ لا لِّھْلأا مُھُ  
لَُذخُْی َّرجَ امب يناجَلا لاَو مْھِیَْدَل  

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

claiming of them as his family or kin (ahl) marks him as a kind of predatory creature himself.73 

 
 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 Dīwan al-
Shanfarā, ed. Emil Yaʿqūb (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, 2015), 58, line 1. See also Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals 
Speak, 143-150 and Michael Sells, Desert Tracings: Six Classic Arabian Odes by ʿAlqama, Shánfara, Labíd, ʿAntara, 
Al-Aʿsha, and Dhu al-Rúmma (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1989), 24-31. 
 71. Stetkevych notes the rhetorical emphasis of ṭibāq (antithesis) that helps with understanding the significance 
of “inclination” (amyalū) as juxtaposed with the command “raise” (aqīmū)—a verb that also shares the root of q/w/m 
with the word for tribe (qawm) and for the idea of finding the right path (mustaqīm), which in effect is the opposite of 
the act of inclining. See Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 150. 
 72. Shanfarā, Dīwan, 59, lines 5-6. 
 73. These animals are only referred to by epithets (ʿamallas - swift, also black and white denoting the wolf; 
arqaṭ - black and white spotted, typically denoting a snake or leopard; ʿarfāʾ - 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 Shanfarā’s declared intimacy with them. See 
Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 151. 
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Shanfarā is at home with them because their society is more accepting of him as an alleged criminal 

than human society.74 The poem continues to enforce this idea of non-humans as alternative kin, 

with Shanfarā even suggesting that his sword and bow are his companions (aṣḥab).75 Instead of 

claiming antisocial behavior alone, Shanfarā 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, Shanfarā’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 
led from wasteland to wasteland, dust colored. 
 
The hungry wolf meets the wind hurriedly  
swooping down the ravines, bounding. 
 
When his prey escapes from his pursuit, 
he calls out, and his companions, emaciated, respond.76  

اَدغَ امكَ دِیھَِّزلا تِوُقلا ىلع وُدغْأو  
لُحَطَْأ فَِئاَنتلاُ هاَداھََت ُّلزََأ  

 
ًایِفاھَ حَیرِّلا ضُرِاَعُیً ایوِاطَ اَدغَ  
لُسِعَْیو بِاَعشِّلا بِاَنذْأب تُوخَُی  

 
ُھَّمَأ ثُیْحَ نْمِ تُوقلاُ هاوََل اَّمَلَف  
لَُّحُن رُِئاظََنُ ھْتَباجََأَف اعََد  

 
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, Shanfarā refers to himself as “one hunted for crimes (ṭarīd jināyāt),” 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 Shanfarā, Dīwan, 68 line 46. 
 75. 

عٌَّیشَمٌُ داؤَُف بٍاحَصْأُ ةَثلاََث  
لُطَیْعَ ءُارَفْصَو تٌیلِصْإ ضُیبْأو  

— 
(I have) three companions—a brave heart 
A white sword, and a yellow bow.  
 
Shanfarā, Dīwan, 60, line 11. 
 76. Shanfarā, Dīwan, 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  
were split sticks, grim and bold.  
 
He howls and they howl on the open plain 
as if they were women wailing from a high place. 
 
He hesitates and they hesitate, he takes comfort in them 
and they in him, together destitute.  
 
He complains and they complain, then he turns back 
and they turn back. For patience, when complaints are 
useless, is best.77 

اھَقوُدشُ َّنأكٌ هوُفٌ ةَتَّرھَمُ  
لَُّسُبو تٌاحَلاكَِ يّصِعِلا قُوُقشُ  

 
اھَّنأكِ حارََبلاب تَّْجضَو َّجضََف  
لَُّكُث ءَاَیلْعَ قَوَْف حٌوُنُ هاّیإو  

 
ھب تْسََّتآو ىسََّتآو تْضَغْأو ىضَغْأو  
لُمِرْمُُ ھْتَّزعَو اھاَّزعَ لُیمِارَمَ  

 
تْوَعَرْآوُ دعَْب ىوَعَرْآ َّمُث تْكَشَو اكَشَ  
لُمَجْأ وُكَّْشلاِ عَفنَْی مَْل نْإ رُبَّْصلَلو  

 
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 ālafu (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.78 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. Shanfarā, Dīwan, 65, lines 32-35. 
 78. The verb appears when Shanfarā 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 (humūm) that continuously plague him (line 48). See 
Shanfarā, Dīwan, 62-68. 
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image that again blurs any human/animal boundaries by recalling women’s ritual lament (rithāʾ)—

the lone speaker never enjoys companionship amidst his trials.79 

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.80 

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

They said: our dogs were howling in the night. 
We said: was it a wolf prowling or a hyena? 
 
(They said) it was nothing but a snarl then they went to sleep. 
We said: was it a startled sandgrouse or hawk?  
 
(They said) if it was one of the jinn, what an ominous night 
visitor,  
and if it were a human—no, a man does not act like that.81 

اَنُبلاَكِ لٍیَْلِب تَّْرھَ دَْقَل اوُلاَقَف   
لُعُرُْف َّسعَ مْأ َّسعَ بٌْئذِأ اَنلُْقَف  

 
تْمََّوھَ َّمُثٌ ةأبَْنّ لاإ كَُی مَْلَف  
لَُدجْأ عَیرِ مْأ عَیرٌِ ةاطََق اَنلُْقَف  

 
ًاقرِاط حُرَبَْلأ نٍّجِ نْمِ كَُی نْإَف  
لَُعفَْت سُنلإا اھكَ امً اسنْإ كَُی نإو  

 
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.82 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. 

ًةَدلْإ تُمَْتیْأوً اناوَسِْن تُمَّْیأف   
— 
Shanfarā, Dīwan, 70, line 57. 
 81. Shanfarā, Dīwan, 70-71, lines 59-61. 
 82. As a result, Shanfarā 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. “Shanfarā” 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 
Shanfarā occurs alongside a view of his actions as feral, pointing to what Bénédicte Boissoron locates as “the 



 

 60 

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 ṣuʿlūk, Taʾabbaṭa 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 ṭardiyyāt (hunting 

poems) flourished.83 While ṭardiyyāt poems reflect a desire for mastery over the animal world, 

Taʾabbaṭa Sharran’s poem, like Shanfarā’s Lāmiyya, reflects the idea of living peacefully among 

wild animals. The Book of Songs quotes this poem after an anecdote that describes how Taʾabbaṭa 

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.84 The poet then 

describes this lifestyle in the third person:  

He spends nights in the beasts’ habitation places until they are 
accustomed to him,  
and at morning he does not prevent them from pasturing. 
 
They saw a young man who did not care to hunt beasts. 
Even if they greeted a human, they greeted him all together.85  

ُھَنفْلَِأ ىَّتحَ شِحوَلْا ىَنغْمَِب تُیِبَی  
اَعَترْمَ رَھَّْدلا اھََل يمِحَْیَ لا حُِبصُْیو  

 
ُھمُھُِی شٍحوَُ دیْصََ لا ىًتَف نَیَْأرَ  
اَعمَُ ھَنحَْفاصََلً اسنِْإ تْحََفاصَ وَْلَف  

 

 
intersectional fantasies of racialization and animalization.” See A. Arazi, “al-Shanfarā,” 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), lx and xxvii. 
 83. This development was a part of poetic developments of the qiṭʿa (fragmentary poem) of the Abbasid period, 
and Abū Nuwās (d. 814) was the first poet to have a separate ṭardiyya 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, Taʾabbaṭa Sharran merely mentions his companions as 

“beasts (al-waḥsh),” while simultaneously undoing any sense of their alterity or wildness by 

claiming that they could become accustomed to a human (ālafna-hu, again from the verb ālafu, 

signaling the beasts’ own capacities of domestication).86 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.”87 As I will discuss in the sections that follow, this is strikingly different from Majnun’s 

relationships with gazelles, and Taʾabbaṭa Sharran’s animality, like Shanfarā’s, appears to be 

marked by the beastly in ways that affirm a specifically threatening posture. Indeed, the meaning 

of Taʾabbaṭa 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 ghūl—

underscores how he is particularly marked by the demonic. 88  Majnun’s nickname is more 

ambiguous as madness retained a sense of being associated with prophecy, and the jinn appear in 

the Qurʾan and other sources as both good and evil unlike the ghūl.89 This brief sketch of animals 

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

 
 86. Waḥsh 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. 

اَعمَجَْأ بَرْسّلا رُعَذَْأ   
– 
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 Shanfarā’s Lāmiyyah, where the poet likens himself 
to a buck surrounded by she-goats. See Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 91 and 295. 
 88. The ghūl in the qaṣīda 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 
ghūl, see Michael Sells, “Guises of the Ghūl: Dissembling Simile and Semantic Overflow in the Classical Arabic 
Nasīb,” in Reorientations: Arabic and Persian Poetry, ed. Suzanne Stetkevych (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994), 139-140. 
 89. In the Qurʾan, 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 
Iblīs (Satan) (Q 18:48). See D.B. MacDonald, H. Massé, P. N. Boratav, K.A. Nizami, and P. Voorhoeve, “Ḏj̲inn”, 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.90 While Ibn Qutayba’s Book of 

Poetry and Poets and the Dīwan present the story through anecdotes from various chains of 

transmission (isnāds), Iṣfahānī’s Book of Songs directly undermines the isnād method. For those 

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

Aḥmad ibn ʿUbayd Allāh ibn ʿAmmār informed me; he 
said, ‘Aḥmad ibn Sulaymān ibn Abī Sheikh related to me 
on the authority of his father on the authority of 
Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥakam on the authority of ʿAwāna 
who said, [anecdote follows].’91 

 نب دمحأ ينثدح لاق رامع نب الله دیبع نب دمحأ ينربخأ
 ةناوع نع مكحلا نب دمحم نع ھیبأ نع خیش يبأ نب نامیلس
  …لاق

 

 
 90. Both Ibn Qutayba and Iṣfahānī’s works follow the methodology of Islamic biographical literature (ṭabaqāt) 
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 Iṣfahānī ’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 Hārūn al-Rashīd’s 
hundred most celebrated songs, the work far exceeds its conception through the variegated akhbār 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 Iṣfahānī  see Hilary Kilpatrick, Making the Great Book 
of Songs:  Compilation  and  the  Author's  Craft  in  Abū  L-Faraj Al-Isḅ ahānī's Kitāb al-Aghānī (New York: 
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 23; on adab, see Hoda El Shakry, The Literary Qurʾān: Narrative Ethics in the Maghreb, 
17-19 and introduction.  
 91. Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī vol. 2 (Cairo: al-Muʾassasah al-Misṛīyah al-ʿĀmmah lil-Taʾlīf 
wa-al-Tarjamah wa-al-Ṭibāʿah wa-al-Nashr, 1963), 9. 



 

 63 

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 isnād, one authoritative name is simply ‘his father,’ whereas in other 

isnāds the passive verb ‘it was said (qīla)’ circumvents the question of verifiable authority entirely. 

Rather than characterizing this method as lacking veracity, I suggest that the deployment of the 

isnād 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 isnād in texts that propose infeasible relationships between transmitters or that convey 

strikingly different information.92 Gruendler has shown how anecdotes (akhbār) of adab works 

can be understood as “skillful dramaturgy” of a “literized social context.”93 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 isnād 
calls attention to how knowledge is produced. This usage differs from the deployment of the isnād in other genres 
such as ḥadīth (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 isnād that see it as a technique that is self-
consciously manipulated. In other words, I am suggesting that the literary isnād as well as the deliberate undermining 
of transmitted material provide ways of locating degrees of distance from verifiability in premodern adab. See Kirsten 
Beck, “Iṣfahānī’s Invitation to Madness: Introduction to the Majnūn Laylā Story,” in Journal of Arabic Literature 49, 
4 (2018): 332-333. 
 93. Gruendler also describes how akhbār 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 Akhbār 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 (ṭabaqāt) 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. Musāhiq, an encounter 

with Layla, Majnun’s father’s attempt to “cure” Majnun of his love by taking him to the Kaʿba, 

and Majnun’s eventual, permanent relocation to the desert and his death.94 The entry begins with 

two alternatives for the poet’s lineage from anonymous isnāds, signaling both a desire to locate a 

historical person and uncertainty, as the entry appeals to the passive verb “it is said 

(yuqāl).”  Though not directly undermining the isnād, even this earliest source implicitly 

acknowledges uncertainty as to whether Majnun can be identified with any historical person by 

citing multiple lineages.95 Quickly Majnun’s nickname becomes the focal point “because of the 

dwindling of his rationality due to the severity of his passion (li-dhahābi ʿ aqli-hi bi-shiddati ʿ 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 (mā ta-taqīna Āllah)?” Although Layla’s 
position as a fellow poet-lover is thus represented, it is not thoroughly explored. See Ibn Qutayba, Kitāb al-Shʿir wa 
al-shuʿarāʾ aw tạbaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʻIlmīyah, 1985), 375. 
 95. The entry begins by stating that Majnun is either of the tribe of Jaʿda ibn Kaʿb ibn Rabīʿa ibn Ṣaʿṣaʿa, or 
of ʿUqayl ibn Kaʿb ibn Rabīʿa 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, Kitāb al-Shʿir wa al-shuʿarāʾ, 373 and 379. 
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hi).” 96  The juxtaposition of ʿishq against rationality (ʿaql) shows how this work, like 

contemporaneous medical discourse, sees ʿishq 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.97 

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 
to another man, and my son went mad out of passion and 
longing for her so we detained and shackled him, but he was 
biting his tongue and lips and we feared that he would cut 
them off. When we saw that, we released him, and so he is in 
the desert with the beasts (al-waḥsh). Every day his food is 
brought and placed before him where he can see it. Once they 
move away from it, he comes and eats.98  

 ينبا نجف رخآ لجر نم اھجوز ربخلا روھظ دعب
 ضعی ناكف هاندیقو هانسبحف اھب ةبابصو اھیلعً ادجو
 كلذ انیأر املف امھعطقی نا انیشخ ىتح ھیتفشو ھناسل

 يف بھذی شحولا عم يفایفلا هذھ يف وھف ھلیبس انیلخ
 ھنع اوحنت اذاف هاری ثیح ھل عضویف ھماعطب موی لك
لكأف ءاج   

 
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-waḥsh). 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, Iṣfahānī 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 (majānīn) that coalesced into one persona. One anecdote declares 

that Majnun was not as a historical person, but a representative of a style of poetry (ashʿār al-

majānīn), which is juxtaposed against a more preferable, rational style (shiʿr al-ʿuqalā).99 This 

reference to style over persona may be contextualized by what is typically referred to as ʿudhrī 

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. 

Iṣfahānī’s enumeration of various theories reflects the work of the isnād as an ever-lengthening 

chain that provides distance from verifiability. What pushes Iṣfahānī further along this gradient 

than Ibn Qutayba is not only the accrual of new material but also his deliberate undermining of the 

isnād method itself: 

I recall what has come to me from approved and pleasing 
anecdotes about him, acquitted from any responsibility for 
them. Indeed, many narrators attribute much of the poetry 
mentioned in the anecdotes to others than him and those who 
relate anecdotes about him attribute it to him. I thus set forth 
this qualification, absolved from the blame of critics.100  

 ةنسحتسم لامج هرابخأ نم يلإ عقو امم ركذأ انأو
 يف ةروكذملا هراعشأ رثكأ نإف اھیف ةدھعلا نم ائربتم
 نم اھبسنیو هریغ ىلإ ةاورلا ضعب اھبسنی هرابخأ

 نم تئرب ةطیرشلا هذھ تمدق اذإو ھیلإ ھنع تیكح
  بویعلل عبتتمو نعاط بیع

 
As Asʿad Khairallah has pointed out, Iṣfahānī here undercuts any factual knowledge to be gained 

from the subsequent anecdotes.101 Instead, Iṣfahānī puts forth a disclaimer that directs attention to 

the literary value of the anecdotes and their potential to provide pleasure.102 Absolving himself 

 
 99. Iṣfahānī vol. 2, 2-3. 
 100. Iṣfahānī 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, “Iṣfahānī’s Invitation to Madness: Introduction 
to the Majnūn Laylā 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, Iṣfahānī makes an appeal to reading content beyond its 

facticity, explicitly marking this section’s fictionality.  

This undermining of the isnād 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 
familiar (yaʾlafu) and intimate (yaʾnasu) with her. Then she was 
concealed from his sight and his people consoled him by saying, 
“We will marry you to the most exquisite girl from amongst your 
close relatives,” but he refused all but Layla and was talking 
endlessly about her. At times he found rest in the wishes of his 
people and became calmed by their words, and at times sadness 
and anxiety were stirred up in him such that he could not gain 
control of himself and he wandered out of his madness (yahīma 
ʿalā wajhi-hi). And that was before he became wild (qabla an 
yatawaḥḥasha) with the beasts in the wastelands and his people 
were blaming and reproaching him.103  

 سنأیو اھفلأیو ىلیل ىری هرمأ ءدب يف نونجملا ناك
 اھنع ھنوزعی ھلھأ ناكف هرظان نع تبیغ مث اھب
 ىبأیف كتریشع يف ةیراج سفنأ كجوزن نولوقیو
 ىلإ حارتسا امبر ناكف اھركذیو اھب ىذھیو ىلیل لاإ
 ھیلع جاھ امبر ناكو مھلوق ىلإ نكرو اھینامأ
 ىلع میھی نأ ھیف وھ امم كلمی لاف مھلاو نزحلا
 رافقلا يف مئاھبلا عم شحوتی نأ لبق كلذو ھھجو
ھنولذعیو ھنومولی ھموق ناكف   

 
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 

yaʾnasu (to be friendly), a verb which shares a root with the Arabic word for “human” (insān), and 

yaʾlafu (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 yatawaḥḥasha) like the beasts. This verb reflexively deploys the term for beasts (al-

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

 
 103. Iṣfahānī vol. 2, 42. 
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account.104 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 Kaʿba, and the quick shift in narrative voice indicates 

differing interpretations:  

Then his father said to him, ‘Cling to the drapes 
of the Kaʿba and ask God to heal you of love of Layla.’ 
And he clung to the drapes of the Kaʿba and said, ‘O God, 
increase in me love of Layla and affection for her and do 
not make me ever forget recollection of her.’ And he 
wandered thus and was confused and could not regain 
control. 

They said: He was wandering in the highlands 
with the beasts (al-waḥsh) not eating except the herbs that 
grow in the highlands nor drinking except for with the 
gazelles (al-ẓibāʾ) 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 Shām (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 
Shām!’105 

 نم كیفاعی نأ الله لأساو ةبعكلا راتسأب قلعت هوبأ ھل لاق مث
 ابح ىلیلل يندز مھللا لاقو ةبعكلا راتسأب قلعتف ىلیل بح
 ملف طلتخاو ذئنیح ماھف ادبأ اھركذ ينسنت لاو افلك اھبو
 لاإ لكأی لاو شحولا عم ةیربلا يف میھی ناكف اولاق طبضی
 اذإ ءابظلا عم لاإ برشی لاو لقب نم ةیربلا يف تبنی ام
 ءابظلا ھتفلأو ھسأرو هدسج رعش لاطو اھلھانم تدرو
 دودح غلبی ىتح میھی لعجو ھنمرفنت لا تناكف شوحولاو
 برعلا ءایحأ نم ھب رمی نم لأس ھلقع ھیلإ باث اذإف مأشلا

مأشلا تفراش دق دجن نم تنأ نیأو ھل لاقیف دجن نع   

 
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 ʿ Abd Allāh al-Ghadhdhāmī, theorizes tawaḥḥush (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, Neẓāmī and Iṣfahānī deploy Majnun’s tawaḥḥush as generative for reimagining 
social relations. See El-Ariss, “Return of the Beast,” 63-66 and ʿAbd Allāh al-Ghadhdhāmī, Al-Qabīlah wa-l-
qabaʾiliyyah, aw, huwiyyāt mā baʿd al-ḥadāthah (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqāfī al-ʿArabī, 2009), 11. 
 105. Iṣfahānī vol. 2, 22.  
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the deployment of the verb for “being acquainted or habituated” (again yaʾlafu, 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. 106 

Moreover, this “they” carries no legitimate isnād, and, thinking back to Iṣfahānī’s undermining of 

the isnād 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 Dīwan, madness, and animality  

 The Dīwan 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 Dīwan imagines 

Majnun stopping and weeping at the traces of his beloved’s (aṭlāl) campsite, recalling the opening 

words of Imruʾ al-Qays’ famed muʿallaqāt “Halt, two friends, and we will weep for the memory 

of beloved and home (qifā nabki min dhikrā habībin wa manzili).”107 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 Nasīb 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 122. 
 107. 

ًةَّیشِعَ ىلیل لِلاطَْأ ىلع اَنفَْقوَ   
رُْثُدٌ ةسَمِاطَ يَھِو ىوَزْحُِ عازَجَْأب  

– 
We stopped at the traces of Layla in the evening 
At the rugged high place and it is effaced in coverings  
 
Abū Bakr Wālibī, attrib., Dīwān ashʿār Majnun banī ʿĀmir maʿa baʿḍ aḥwālih, ed. by Huda Waʾil Amir (Beirut: al-
Muʾassasah al-ʿArabīyah lil-Dirāsāt wa-al-Nashr, 2011), 290. Henceforth abbreviated as “Dīwan.” For a translation 
and discussion of Imruʾ 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 nasīb (love-

prelude) for the Najd, a region of the Arabian peninsula that is also associated with the 

autochthonous home of the Arabic language.108 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 Ḥijāz and my need 
is tents in the Najd, before which the glance is short.  

 
And my gaze toward the Najd is not useful,  
yes, no, but upon it I am looking.  

 
is there in each day a glance then a tear? 
My eye for you flowing, its water descending. 

 
The heart finds rest only in its nearby 
sadness and its far-off remembrances.  

 
They say: how many tears from his eyes flowing?  
(I say) tears for her flow, scattering all the time. 

 
Nor is it water that flows from the eye, 
but rather a soul as it melts, dripping.109  

 يتجاحو زِاجَحِلا ضِرَْأ ىَلِإ ُّنحَِأ
 رُصُقَْی فُرَّْطلا اھَنوُد دٍجَْنِب مٌایخ

 
 يعفانب دٍجَْن وِحَْن نم يرظن امو
 رُظُنَْأ كَاذ ىلع يِّنكلو لا لجََأ

 
 ٌةرَبْعَ َّمُثٌ ةرَظَْن مٍوَْی لِّكُ يفأ
 رَُّدحََتَی اھؤُامَ يرجَْی كَیْنیَْعلِ

 
 رٌوِاجَمُ اَّمٍإ بُلقلا حُیرتسَْی ىتم
 رَُّكَذَتَی حٌزِان اَّمِإو نٌیزح

 
 ھِِنیْعَ عُمِاَدمَ يرجت مْكَ نولوقی
 رَُّذشََتَی فٌكِاو عٌمَْد رَھَّْدلا اھل

 
 اھؤُام نِیَْعلا نم يرِجَْی يذلا سَیلو
  رُطُقَْتَف بُوذَت سٌفَْن اھَّنكلو

 
The desire to glance upon the tents of the Najd here recalls how the muʿallaqa poet typically opens 

his remembrance of the beloved by considering an abandoned campsite. Majnun’s longing (aḥīn) 

replays one of the most common topoi of pre-Islamic poetry, a longing for the homeland (ḥanīn 

ila al-watan).110 Yet the imagined dialogue at the end of this poem alludes to how Majnun, unlike 

the muʿallaqa 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. Dīwan, 103-104. 
 110. See Beatrice Greundler, “Al-Hanīn ilā l-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 ṣuʿlūk poet like Shanfarā, 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.111  As such, Majnun’s poem resonates 

with the landscape of the muʿallaqat 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 (ḥamāma) 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 Shām a plentiful fountain 
that is made to cry for the Najd? Perhaps I help it weep. 
 
The weepers deserted it except for a dove— 
a ringdove whose mate had left it, 
 
who is answered by another on a reed 
that bends so it nearly brings her to the earth.112  

 ٌةریزغَ نٌیْعَ مِاَّشلاب لھ َّيَلیلخ
ّلَعَل دٍجَْن ىلع يكَّبُت  اھُنیعُأ يِ

 
 ًةمَامَحَ َّلاِإ نَوكابلا اھمََلسَْأوَ
 اھُنیرق اھنْمِ نَاب دقً ةَقَّوطم

 
 ةَنارزیخ ىلع ىرخُأ اھُبوِاجُت
  اھُنیل ضِرَْلأا نمِ اھیناَدُیُ داكََی

 
This passage opens with a reference to “my two friends (khalīlayya),” another topos that recalls 

the two friends often called upon in pre-Islamic poetry and that is frequently mentioned throughout 

the Dīwan.113 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 ʿudhrī ghazal, a genre which I foreground 
in the next chapter. Renate Jacobi, “Time and Reality in Nasīb and Ghazal,” Journal of Arabic Literature 16 (1985): 
16-17. 
 112. Dīwan, 133. My thanks to Kay Heikkinen for help with translating the dove image. 
 113. See also, for example, Dīwan 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 Ḥazm’s famous treatise on love, 

The Ring of the Dove (Tawq al-Ḥamama) as well as in poetry of lament (rithāʾ). 114 

Anthropomorphized as a lover, the dove is inherited by the Dīwan from its poetic environment and 

passed on to future generations. Yet the animals present in the Dīwan 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-waḥsh).”115 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 (rithāʾ).  
 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 mā ansāka mā…), which also resembles poetry of lament.  
 

ابَّصلا تَّبھَ ام كِاسنَأ امِ اللهوَف  
رِجَْفلاِ حضَوَ يف رُایطلأا تْحَان امو  
  
اھِبكْرَب لِاحرِّلا تَحَْت تَْفجَوَ امو  
رِفَقلا دَِلَبلا يف تَیبلا مُؤَُت صٌلاِق  
  
اطََقلاُ ةَیراس لِیَّْللاب تَْقطََن امو  
رِجَْفلاِ حضَوَ يف نُابرغِلا خَرَصَ امو  
  
تكََب امو ءِامَّسلا يف مٌجَْن حَلا امو  
رِدْسِّلا نَِنَف ىلعً اوَجْشٌَ ةَقَّوطَمُ  
  
قٍراش لِّكُ ىدل سٌمْشَ تَْعَلطَ امو  

رِحَّْنلاِ حضِاو ىلع نٌیع تَْلطَھَ امو   
  
بٌلِعْذِ َّبخَ امو ىثنُْأ تَْلمَحَ امو  
رِحَْبلاِ ججَُل يف ُّيذِلآا حََفطَ امو  
  
ُھُنوَْل َّدوَسْاو بُیبرْغِلا شَطَوْطَغْا امو  
يردْصَ يف كِاركْذِ رِھَّْدلا لَوط َّدمَ امو  
  
ھِفِلِْإ دِقَْف نم قُرْوُلا مُامَحَلا يكبَْتَأ  

رِبْصَ نمَ ةلیَْیُل نم يلامو وُلسَْیو   
 

— 
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 Dīwan 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 (tawaḥḥush). In the beginning of the legend, the Dīwan 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?  
 
Dīwan, 61-64. 
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And when it was that day that Qays presented to her his wish 
in order to see if in her heart there was for him the like of 
what there was for her in his heart, she blocked it. Then his 
eyes flooded with tears from her blocking him and he said… 
 
I fell in love with Layla when she was a heedless child, when 
her breasts had not yet appeared to her companions.  
 
Two youths we tended the lambs—would that we  
had never grown up, nor had the lambs grown old. 
 
And then Layla answered him while crying from what she 
heard of his poetry, and she said:  
 
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.   
 
And when he heard what she said, he fell down unconscious. 
When he recovered, he said:  
 
Thrown down by violent love and desire,  
what youth is safe from the thirst of love?116  

 ھل لھ رظنیل ھسفنل ةجاح سیق اھلأس موی تاذ ناك املف
 ھتجاح ھتعنمف ھبلق يف اھل يذلا لثم اھبلق يف
لاقو ھتجاح هایإ اھعنمل هانیع تقرورغاف  
... 
ٌةریغص ٌّرغِ يھو ىلیل تُقَّْلَعَت  
مُجْحَ اھِیدَْث نم بِارْتَلألُِ دبَْی مَْلوَ  

 
انَّنَأ تَیَلای مَھَْبلا ىعرَْن نَِیریغصَ  

مُھَْبلا رُبكَْت ملو رُبكَْن مل مویلا ىلِإ  
 

تلاقف هرعش تعمس امل ةیكاب يھو ىلیل ھتباجأف  
 

ًاضَغُْب سِاَّنلل رٌھِظْمُ ٌّلكُو  
نُیكمَ ھِِبحِاصَ دنْعِ ٌّلكُو  

 
اندْرََأ امَِب نُویعلا انرُِّبخَُت  
نُیفَد ىًوھ َّمَث نِیَْبلَْقلا يفو  

 

لاق قافأ املفً ایشغم رخ اھتلاقم عمس املف : 
 

ىوھلاوِ حرَِّبمُلا بِّحُلا نَمِ عٌیرصَ  
مَُلسَْی بِّحُلا ةَِّلغُ نم ىًَتَف يُأو  

 
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.117 The rapid 

weaving together of these couplets signals the crystallization of a legend around Majnun in the 

Dīwan, which offers a more thorough account of the life of the man behind the poetry than the 

quasi-biographical sources.118 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. Dīwan, 50-53. 
 117. Ruqayya Khan has analyzed the function of the secret in ʿ udhrī 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 
Ruqayya 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-Iṣfahānī, 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 Dīwan emphasizes the role of kinship issues in the lovers’ separation, which represents 

the people living in pre- and early Islamic Arabia as strictly tribal. Ruqayya 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.119 These mores are what drives the plot and what underscores Majnun as a romantic figure 

who transgresses them. For example, the Dīwan asserts several times that an unnamed Sultan asks 

for Majnun’s blood on behalf of Layla’s family.120 In one poignant moment where Majnun is close 

to reuniting with Layla thanks to the help of a local nobleman, Nawfal, the Dīwan 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.’”121 This paints a picture of Layla’s family 

as protecting their daughter’s honor with force. Moreover, the Dīwan often comments that “the 

Arabs” (a term used in the Dīwan 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 Khaldūn’s (d. 1406) definition of Arabs as those who dwell outside cities and who have a 
strong sense of blood ties (ʿaṣābīya) and furthermore states “the ʿarab are thus a section of the badw, the people of 
the bādiya, characterized by the importance of genealogical relations.” See Khan, Bedouin and ʿAbbāsid Cultural 
Identities, 4. 
 120. See, for example, this anecdote from early on in the text:  
 

اھراز وھ نإ ھمد ناطلسلا مھل ردھأف ناطلسلا ىلإ هومدقو ھنع اھوبجحف ھب اھابأ اوربخأف كلذ دنع هؤاسلج نطفف   
– 
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. Dīwan, 52-53. 
 121. 

ھمد ناطلسلا ردھأ دقو ادبأ انلزنم نونجملا لخدی لا اللهو اولاقو يكاشلا حلاسلاب هوقلتف   
— 
Dīwan, 208-209. 
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family’s honor.122 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 ʿishq 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. 123  After their 

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

And when they made him listen to what he hated (that he 
could marry another woman), he went on his way sadly 
distressed, and thoughts of her state were increasing until 
they forbade him from eating and drinking and he stopped 
speaking with people and the one who saw him whether 
enemy or friend began to feel the utmost mercy for him.124  

 رثكیً انیزحً اسیآ ھھجو ىلع رمف هركی ام هوعمسأ 
 بارشلاو ماعطلا نم كلذ ھعنم ىتح اھرمأ يف ةركفلا
 نم هآر نم ھمحری دح يف راصو سانلا ةثداحم كرتو
 قیدصو ودع

 
 122. See for example the following anecdote that purports to summarize marital practices of “the Arabs,” and 
links ʿishq to those people:  
 

دتشاف ھنم اھجوزی مل ةأرما بحب لجر رھش اذإ لعفت برعلا تناك اذكھو ھنم اھجوزی نأ اھوبأ ىبأف ھل تبطخ ىلیلب رھش امل  
ھقشع ةروس ىقارتو هدجو   

– 
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 ʿishq rose. See Dīwan, 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. 

يبراقأ ىلیل بِّحُ يف ينملا دقل   
ایلاخو يلاخ نُباو يمّعَ نُباو يبأ  

— 
My relatives have blamed me for love of Layla 
My father and my maternal and paternal cousins 
 
Dīwan, 75. 
 124. Dīwan, 77. 



 

 77 

 
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 ʿishq, 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 Dīwan builds a world around Majnun’s wanderings in the 

wilderness.125  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 Dīwan 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 
to the camel while it was poor and hungry— 
 
are you not she who is without anything and still you 
abuse me? 

 ًةَّرمَ لَاق ذِْإ ءِوَّْسلا بِْئذِكَ تِنْكُو
ّذلاو ةٍسَورمُْعلِ  لُمِرْمُ نُاَثرْغَ بُْئِ

 
 ينِتمَْتشَ ءٍيْشَ رِیْغَ نم يتلا تِسَْلَأ

 
 125. There are direct resonances between the Dīwan 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 Shām 
region in search of the Najd, whereupon Majnun asks an anonymous bystander— 
 

اذك مجنب كیلع !اھنم تنأ نیأو ھل لاقیف ؟رماع ينب ضرأ نیأ   
 
“Where is the land of Banū ʿĀmir? 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 Dīwan 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 Dīwan, 143, and al-Iṣfahānī, 52. 
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And she said: when was that? The wolf said: when there 
was one who possessed one year. 
 
And she said: I gave birth last year but you wished to 
deceive.  
So here, eat me, there is nothing for you to eat here. 
 
And you were like the butcher of sparrows always 
with his eyes full of sadness, shedding tears for them— 
 
do not look, Layla, to the eye but look 
to the hand what it does to the sparrow.126  

 لَُّوَأ مَاعَ اذ لَاق ؟اذ ىتم تْلاقف
 

 ًةَبذْكِ تَمْرُ لَْب مَاَعلا تُدْلِوُ تلاقف
 لُكَْأمَ كََلاَنھَ لا ينلْكَُف كَاھف

 
 ًابِئاد رِیفاصعلاِ حاَّبَذكَ تِنْكُو
 لُمِھَْت َّنھِیَْلعَ دٍجْوَ نْمُِ هاَنیْعَو

 
 يرظنْاو نِیَْعلا ىلإ ىلیل يرظنت لاف
 لَُعفَْت رِیفاصََعلاب اذام فِّكَلا ىلإ

 
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 muʿallaqāt, and 

as such Majnun’s use of this image paints him as innocent and as a significant, if still animalistic, 

member of the tribe.127 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. Dīwan, 170-171. The butcher/sparrow image is repeated verbatim in Dīwan, 102. 
 127. This identification with the camel resembles a poem that Dana Sajdi has analyzed in which the female 
poet, Laylā al-Akhyalīya, identifies with the camel instead of the rider in a qaṣīda, a genre typically reserved for men. 
Sajdi argues that this substitution allows al-Akhyalīya 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 (raḥīl) section, but instead in the boast (fakhr) of camel slaughter. See Dana Sajdi, “Trespassing the 
Male Domain: The Qaṣīdah 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 (anīs, a word related to the word for human, 

insān) and asks, “Are you a human or a jinn?”128 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 
most beautiful gazelle, then he grasped its horn and began 
looking at the beauty of its face and said, 
  
“Oh semblance of Layla, do not fear  
today I am a friend from amongst the beasts. 
  
Your eyes are her eyes and your neck is her neck, 
though her leg is more delicate than yours.” 
  
Then he set her free and started looking at her traces and 
said, 
  
“I say as I have released her from her shackles, 
“if you say thanks, it is because of Layla you are 
freed.””129  

 ءابظلا نم نوكت ام نسحأك ةیبظ صنتقا ىتح ھیلع تمقأف
 لوقیو اھھجو نساحم يف رظنی لبقأو اھنرق ىلع ضبق مث

  
 ينَّنِإَف يعارُت لا ىلیلَ ھبْشِ ایَأ
 قُیدصَ شِوحوُلا نِیَْب نم مَویلا كَِل

  
 اھُدیج كُِدیجو اھانیع كِانیعف

 قُیقد كِنم قِاَّسلا مَظْعَ َّنَأ ىوَسِ
  

 لوقیو اھرثأ يف رظنی لعجو اھقلطأ مث
  

 اھِقاَثوَ نم اھُتقلطأ دقو لُوقأ
قُیلط تِرْكَشَ نٍْإ ىلیَْللِ تِنأَف   

 
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. 

سینأ اھب سیل ةزافم يف صخش يل عفر ذإ رحلا دیدش موی يف يداوبلا ضعب يف ریسأ امنیب نینمؤملا ریمأ ای كربخأ لاق   
يسنإ لب لاقف ؟ينج مأ تنأ يسنإ ھل تلقف رعشلا دعج ھجولا نسح ناسنإب انأ اذإف ھنم توند مث ھنم ترعذف  

– 
(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 (anīs) 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, ‘I am a 
man.’ See Dīwān, 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 Dīwan, 109. 
 129. Dīwān, 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.130 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.131 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.132  

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: 
what is this? Do you not fear God? For indeed I have not 
eaten and my family has not eaten for three days, and in 
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.133  

 ينإف الله يقتت امأ اذھ ای لاق عنص ام عنص دایصلا هآر املف
 يبظلا اذھ يف ناك دقوً ائیش مایأ ةثلاث ذنم يلایعو لكآ مل

 كعدی لا الله نإ نونجملا ھل لاق مویلا يلھأ ىنغو يانغ
  …قزر لاب كلایعو

 
 

 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. Bürgel, “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 Abū Tammām’s Ḥamāsa, which dedicates 
a section both to love of and to “the censure of women,” (madhammāt al-nisaʾ). See Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics 
of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2014), 122-130 and Abū Tammām, Dīwān Al-ḥamāsah, ed. Yaḥyā ibn ʿ Alī Tibrīzī, 
and Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Munʿim Khafājī (Cairo: Maktabat Muḥammad Alī Ṣabīh, 1955). 
 132. 

اھمحل يفً اعمط اھیدی ترسكو اھیلإ تبثوف   
— 
(Kuthayyir said): then I jumped to her and broke her ankles out of a desire for her meat. Dīwan, 100. 
 133. Dīwan, 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.134 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.135 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 Dīwan’s textual depiction of Majnun’s 

own becoming wild (tawaḥḥush) 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.136 After resting 

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

Someone had approached who had nothing on his body 
except hair hanging down (long) on his chest and a 
fuzzy/downy beard extending over a fold of fat on his 
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 (mārid)137 

 هردص ىلع لدسنم رعش ریغ هدسج ىلع ام لبقأ دق 
 يبلق راطتساو ةرظنم ينعارف ھنكع ىلإ نذخأی تابغزو
 ھنأ تككش امو يكلاھ ھیف نوكی نأ تیشخو لاجوو افوخ
  درام ناطیش

  

 

 
 134. It 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. 

ھلتقف بئذلا ىمر مثً امھس اھیف قوفو اھرتوأف دایصلا سوق ىلإ دمعف اھلكأی لبقأو اھلتقف بئذ ءاج   
– 
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. Dīwan, 215. 
 136. The Dīwan notes that the tribe of Asad is a tribe often connected to the prophet Muhammad’s family of 
the Quraysh. See Dīwan, 107. 
 137. Dīwan, 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 mārid.138 As with Taʾabbaṭa Sharran and the 

ghūl, this man’s perception of Majnun as a mārid 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 (insīyun anta am jinnī)?”139 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 Dīwan, and Majnun’s poetry often provides the tipping point for a reaction that 

accepts his non-normative behavior.140 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 Qurʾan and sīra, 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 mārid 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 Iblīs against God. For a full 
contextualization, see Th. Bianquis, “Mārid,” 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. Dīwan, 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:  

 
لزنا اولاقف ؟ىرق نم لھ تلقو رماع ينب راید تلخدف عورلا دیدش انأو تیضمو ھتكرتف ناطیش ھنأ تككش امف يبارعلأا لاق  
لا تلقف ؟كاذ نم يردتأ اولاقوً ادیدش ءاكب اوكبو هوفرعف لاحلا مھل تفصوف ؟ًاروعذم كل ام اولاقف تلزنف ةعسلاو بحرلاب . 
ينودشنأف هرعش نمً ائیش تدشنتساف رماع ينب نونجم كاذ اولاقف  

— 
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 ʿĀmir 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 ʿĀmir, 
and I asked for something of his poetry and they began reciting to me. Dīwan, 271. 
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Yet Majnun’s animality is not only beastly. Not only does the Dīwan 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 Musāḥiq said to me: I went out one day fishing in 
the waters and with me was a group of my friends and when 
I was feeling the feverish heat, I came across a tree. Near it 
were a group of gazelles and a person, a human, who was 
standing in the midst of that tree. And my companions were 
amazed from that sight and I recognized him after a while. 
When I saw him, I dismounted from my mount and I 
disguised myself and I set out walking slowly until I came to 
that tree and I climbed onto its branches and I was higher 
than him and the gazelles. And he had let his hair hang down 
on his eyebrows and his eyes and he was grazing from the 
fruits of that tree and not raising his head so I quoted an 
example of a verse from his poetry…141  

 دیصتأ اموی تجرخ لاق قحاسم نب لفون ينثدح
 تنك اذإ ىتح يباحصأ نم ةعامج يعمو ىورلأا
 اھیف ءابظلا نم عیطق اھیف ةكارأب انأ اذإ ىمحلا ةیحانب

 بجعتف ةكارلأا كلت للخ نم ىری ناسنإ صخش
 نع تلزنف ھتیأر ةعاس ھتفرعو كلذ نم يباحصأ
 ىتحً ادیور يشمأ تجرخو يبایث نم تففختو يتباد
 ھیلع تفرشأو اھنم ننف ىلع تیقرف .ةكارلأا تیتأ
 ھیبجاح ىلع رعشلا ىلدت دق وھ اذإف ءابظلا ىلعو
 ھسأر عفری لا ةكارلأا كلت رمث نم يعتری وھو ھینیعو
 هرعش نم تیبب تلثمتف

 
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 (taʿajjub) 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.142 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. Dīwan, 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 (gharīb) also accompany such enjoyment. See Harb, 5-6; Karnes, 212-213; Travis Zadeh, “The Wiles of 
Creation: Philosophy, Fiction, and the ʿAjā’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.143 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.144 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 
Dīwan:  
 

ھنع دعب هامرو هدق لاإً ابوث سبلی ام نونجمل ھنإ ریملأا الله دیأ انلقف ةریثك مھاردو ةیرس باوثأب ىسیع وبأ ھل رمأ مث   
– 
Then Abū ʿĪsā 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….  
– 

لاجرلا نم نوكی ام حلمأك نایرع لجرب رم ذإ ھقیرط ضعب يف لفون امنیبف لاق قحاسم نب لفون مھیلع يلو مث يبلاولا لاقو  
ملاغ ای .لجرلا اذھ رمأ نم بجعأ ائیش تیأر ام اللهو لاقف ھنم اندف ھلوح ماظعلا عمج دق بارتلاب بعلی دعاق وھو مھلمجأو  
بحأو ھبحأ تنك دق اللهو لفون لاق رماع ينب نونجم اذھ لاق .لا لاق ؟اذھ نم يردتأ ھباحصأ ضعب ھل لاقفً ابوث ھیلع حرطا  
هءاقل   

– 
Al-Walībī said, “Then Nawfal ibn Musāḥiq 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 

(junūn) or devilish insinuation (waswasa).145 Such affordances are not offered to Layla who is 

likewise affected by ʿishq, and when she displays mad behavior such as crying and fainting, she is 

asked if she has forgotten a proper respect of the divine.146 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 ʿĀmir. Nawfal said: by 
God I love that I came across him. See Dīwan, 167 and 198, and Ibn Qutayba, 374. 
 145. 

قصلی ةرم اھنكست ىلیل تناك يتلا لزانملا راثآب لمر ىلإ رمی ىوھلا جعلا ھبلغ اذإ نونجملا ناك مھضعب كلذ لاقو   
يكبیو ھیلع بلقتیو لمرلا نابثكب ءاشحلأا    

– 
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. Dīwan, 266. For more examples of Majnun playing in the sand, see Dīwan, 248.  
– 

عٌِتارَ وھو يب َّرمٍَ يّبْظَلِ لُوقأ  
لُاقُی لَاقف ىلیل وخأ تَنَْأَأ  
  
ٌةضَیرمَ ىلیل َّنِإ ىلیلَ ھبْشِ ایأ  
لُاحَمَُل اذ نِّإ حٌیحصَ تَنَْأو  

– 
(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 
Dīwan, 151. For other instances, see Dīwan, 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:  
– 

امأ هذھ ای تلقف تعدصت دق اھدبك نإ تلق ىتح يكبت تلعجو اھھجو ىلع تطقسو ةقھش تقھش ىتح نیتیبلا تممتأ ام اللهوف لاق  
اھل تلق ام تلقع امف كمع نبا نیبو كنیب عمجی نأ ھیلسف كداعم ھیلإ يذلا الله نیقتت   

– 
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. Dīwan, 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 Qurʾan and sīra.   

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 
he was not wearing any shirt without making holes in it nor 
any armor without tearing it and he renounced speaking with 
people and did not comprehend anything. His core had been 
stolen from him and sorrows and worries seized him and 
madness permeated him and the abominable matter overcame 
him. And if Layla was recalled to him his rationality/intellect 
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 
(waswāsi-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.147  

 سبلی لا ناكف قوشلا ھب دتشاو ھھجو ىلع ىضم مث
 ةثداحم كرتو ھقزم لاإً اعرد لاو ھقرخ لاإً اصیمق
 نازحلأا ھتفطتخاو ھبل سلتخا دق ،ائیش ھقفی لا سانلا
 اذإف ،عیظفلا رملأا هلاعو نونجلا هرماخو بركلاو
 تلجتو ھتیشغ نم قافأو ھلقع ھیلإ بآ ىلیل تركذ
 ھساوسو ىلإ داع اھركذ عطق اذإف ،ھمومغ ھنع
 مسنتیو نھیلإ حیرتسیو شوحولاب سنأی ھلاح ءوسو
 دجن ءاقلت نم حیرلا

 
Majnun’s madness is here described as progressing from not wearing clothes to renouncing 

speaking to becoming accustomed (yaʾnasu) to life amongst beasts. The deployment of this verb 

for beasts—a verb which shares a root with the Arabic word for “human” (insān)—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 ʿishq as a disease of the brain that 

leads to delusions (waswās), 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. Dīwan, 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 Qurʾan and sīra.  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.148  

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:  

Abū Bakr al-Wālibī said that when he was passing by his 
paternal uncle’s tribe, they were coming up to him and 
mocking him and laughing at him saying: how is Layla? And 
how is your love for her? And when Layla was recalled to him 
his rationality returned to him and he sat and conversed with 
them and recited for them some of what he had said about her 
in poetry, and they were saying by God there is not madness in 
him and indeed he is rational.149 

 اوناكو ھمع ينبب رمی ناك ھنإ مث يبلاولا ركب وبأ لاق
 ھل نولوقیو ھب نوؤزھی و ھنم نورخسی ھل نیداعم
 عجر ىلیل ھل تركذ اذإف ؟اھل كبح فیكو ؟ىلیل فیك
 اھیف لاق ام مھدشنیو مھثدحیو مھیلإ سلجیف ھلقع ھیلإ
  .لقاعل ھنإو نونج ھب ام اللهو نولوقیف رعشلا نم

 
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:  
– 

اینلاتبا ىلیل ریغ ئشب لاھف / اھبحب ينلاتباو يریغل اھاضق :رماع ينب نونجم لاق امل   
ىلع شحولا عم بھذو ةلیللا كلت ذنم شحوتف ھلقع سلتخاو !ھماكحأ يف ضرتعملاو الله ءاضقل طخستملا تنأ لیللا يف ىدون  
ھھجو  
– 

When Majnūn of Banū ‘Āmir said, “He decreed her to other than me and afflicted me with love of her / was there not 
anything other than Laylā 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 (yatawaḥḥasha) since 
that night and went about with the wild beasts madly. See al-Iṣfahānī vol. 2, 68. 
 149. Dīwan, 185. 
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is a rational person (ʿāqil). 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.150 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 Kaʿba. The Dīwan offers an additional 

extended episode of Majnun’s father bringing his son to Babel in an attempt to find doctors to cure 

him.151 This episode, which indicates a general understanding of love as a disease rather than a 

specific focus on ʿishq, 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 (dāʾa al-ṣabāba).”152 The fact of love being a disease of the brain 

 
 150. Ibn Qutayba offers a similar take:  
 

لبقتو ھنع ضرعت تناكف ثیدحلا ولح راعشلال ةیوارً افیرظ لایمج ناكو ھموق نم سان يف ثدحتیو اھعم سلجی ناكو أشن مث  
لاو ھقرخ لااً ابوث سبلی لا ناكف شحولا عم ماھو ھلقع بھذ ىتح رملاا ھب ىدامت مث …ھیلع كلذ قش ىتح ثیدحلاب هریغ ىلع  
ًافرح طقسی لاو اھنع ثدحتو باث تركذ اذاف ىلیل ھل ركذت نا لااً ائیش لقعی  

— 
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 ʿ aqli-
hi) and he wandered with the beasts (hāma maʾ al-waḥsh). 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 Qurʾan, 
two fallen angels, Hārūt and Mārūt, teach people magic in the city of Babylon. See Q 2:102. 
 152. 
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reverberates throughout the anecdotes, and the figure of the doctor serves as the last chance attempt 

of restoring Majnun’s rationality.  

The Dīwan 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:  

 
ھلمحف قشعلا ةروسو دیدشلا بحلا نم لزن ام ھب لزن نأ لبق كلذو ھجلاعیل لباب ىلإ ھلمحو هاتأ حولملا هابأ نأ ركب وبأ ركذ   

ام اللهو لاقف ؟اھریغب ولست نأ كل لھ ينب ای لاقو ھل ةمحر هوبأ ىكبف لاق…ىلیل نونجملا ركذ ریسلا يف انعمأ املف ھتقان ىلع  
نوببطملا ھیلع عمتجاو لباب لخد ھنأ ينغلبف يبلاولا ركب وبأ لاق …ءلابلاو بركلا مظعأ يفل ينإوً لایبس ولسلا ىلإ يدتھأ  
ةبرشلا دعب ةبرشلا ھنوقسی اولبقأو  
...  
اغَّلَب ةَِبابَّصلا ءِاد نمِ ُّتمِ نِْإو  
اَیمِلاسَ يّنمِ سِمَّْشلا ءِوْضََ ةھَیبشَ  

– 
Abū Bakr recalled that his father al-Mulawwaḥ came to him and carried him to Babel to treat him and that was before 
what befell upon him from love (al-ḥubb) and the assault of ʿ 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. Abū Bakr al-Wālibī 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. Dīwan, 82-90. 
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Abū 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 (ʿāshiq) 
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.153 

 وبأ ھلأسف مھیحب ءابطلأا ضعب رم لاق ركب وبأ ركذو
 ھل لاقف نونجمو روحسم لك جلاعأ لاق جلاعت ام نونجملا
 يف اوجرخف ىراحصلا يف میھی يل نباب كیتا ىتح كناكم
 ىلإ هولخدأو ھیلع اوردق ىتح ھنوبلطی اولاز امف ھبلط
 لوقی نونجملا أشنأ رثكأ املف ھجلاعیو ھیقسی لبقأف جلاعملا

 
 

 ينوِاَد كَحَیْوَ نِّجِلا بَیبطَ ایَ لاَأ
 ایِئادُ هاَیعَْأ سِنْلإِا بَیبطَ َّنِإَف

 
 ًایوِاَدمًُ اخَیْشَ سِنْلإِا بَیبطَ تُیَْتَأ
 ایٍنامَلأا ءِاوَّدلا يف يطعُیَ ةَّكمَب

 
 مكَِتحْاف كَمَكْحُ مِّعَ ایُ ھَل تُلُْقَف
 ایِب ام ُّمعَ ای مَوَیلا تَفْشَكَ ام اذإ

 
 ةٍجَاجَزُ يفً ادرِابً ابارَشَ ضَاخََف
 ایِناَقسَوً ةوَلسَ ھیف حََّرطَو

 
 ُھَلوْحَ نَوَْعسَْی سِاَّنلا ىضَرْمَو تُلُْقَف
 ایوِاَدمُ كَنْمِ سِاَّنلا بِّرَِبُ ذوعأ

 
 اشحَلا قَصِلُْت نَْأ سِفَّنلا ءُافشِ لَاقف
 ایلِاخ تَنْكٌ اذِإ ىوھَْت نمَ ءِاشحَْأِب

 
 

 اشحلا قیصلت هؤاودو قشاع الله میأو اذھ بیبطلا لاقف
 ھفلخ ىتح ھناسلو ھتفش ضعی نونجملاو ىوھی نم ءاشحأب
 .ھھجو ىلع ىضمو

 
As with the sīra, 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 

(masḥūrun aw majnūnun).”  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. Dīwan, 300. 
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figure of authority comparable to a religious leader by referring to him as “a medical sheikh 

(sheikhan mudāwīan),” 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” (aūdhu 

bi rabbi l-nāss) recalls the Qurʾanic invocation at the beginning of Sura an-Nāss (14) to the prophet 

Muhammad to take refuge in the divine from satan, and thus implies that the doctor is a kind of 

satan himself, reversing the directionality of the demonic.154  The poetic critique ends with a 

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 akhbār, but also how the anecdotes offer a different perspective through their 

illumination of Majnun’s physical state and actions.155 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 ʿishq, 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 ʿishq poses.156 As the attempts to cure him repeatedly fail, Majnun further “becomes 

wild (tawaḥḥush),” 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. 

لاقو امھنم اندف قیرطلا ةعراق ىلع ناساج امھو نیبیبطب رمف ءيش ىلع يولی ام انایرع ھھجو ىلع رم هرعش نم غرف املف   
ءاود اندنع قاشعلل ام اللهو لااقف ىلیلب ماھتسملا نونجملا انأ لاق ؟تنأ نمو لااق ؟ينیوادی نم امكیف لھ   

– 
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: I am Majnun, the one madly in love with 
Layla. They said: by God, we do not have medicine for the lovers (ʿushshāq). Dīwan, 228. 
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as a kind of beastly animal that should be kept at a distance.157 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 Dīwan 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 qaṣīda out of Majnun that his community wants.158 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 Dīwan close to Majnun’s death:  

 
ىلإ راصو ھلاح تءاسو ءاودلا ھیف عجنی ملو هؤاود ءابطلأا ىیعأو ھجلاع رسعو ةبوعص ىلإ ھتلع تقارت امل نونجملا نأ رکذ  
ىراحصلا يف ھشحوت   

– 
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 
(tawaḥḥush) in the desert. Dīwan, 295. 
 158. Dīwan, 319. 
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When he had finished this qaṣīda, 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 qaṣīda 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 
and wailing and we carried him to the tribe and the 
estranged ones (al-gharīb) 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 qaṣīda or report 
and God the most high knows best.159 

 بثوف ةیبظ ھل ترھظ ةدیصقلا هذھ ممت املف :يبارعلأا لاق
 اھدعب ينارت كارأ امف كیلع ملاسلا :لاقو يلإ تفتلاو اھیلإ
 ً.ادبأ

 
 مھتدشنأو هربخ مھتربخأف يحلا ىلإ تیضم مث :يبارعلأا لاق
 ردقأ ملف ھتبلطو ھیلإ تركب دغلا نم ناك املف اھوبتكف ةدیصقلا

 ھمع ونبو ھتوخإ ماقف مھتربخأو يحلا ىلإ تفرصناف ھیلع
 داو ىلإ انطبھ انحبصأ املف انتلیلو انموی هانبلطف ھتیب لھأو
 تلعو ھیلع انیكبف ھنیبً اتیم ھب نحن اذإف ةراجحلا ریثك
 ھیلع ىكبف يحلا ىلإ هانلمحو بیحنلاو ءاكبلاب انتاوصأ
 هانفكو هانلسغ مثً اموی ھمساب عمس نم لكو میمحلاو بیرغلا
 ةلمج هذھف امھل رفغو الله امھمحر ىلیل ربق بناج ىلإ هانفدو
ً اجراخ ناك امو هراعشأو نونجملا رابخأ نم انیلإ ىھانت ام
 اللهو ربخ وأ ةدیصق نم ھیلع ةلوحنم اھنإف ھبتكن مل امع
 ملعأ ىلاعتو كرابت

 
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.160 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. Dīwan, 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.161 Yet it would not be until later versions, notably Neẓāmī’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 Dīwan itself remains haunted by the severity of Majnun’s madness, which is linked to the 

severity of ʿishq’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 Qurʾan and sīra 

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 ʿishq 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. I analyze Neẓāmī’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. 162  His life amongst the animals and 

exclusion from human society underscores the social construction of rationality itself, which he as 

one affected by ʿishq 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 ʿishq 

A popularly cited hadith (saying of the prophet Muhammad) on love states that “one who 

loves (ʿashiqa) 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 

Muḥammad ibn Dāwūd (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 ʿishq.1 

Often translated as radical love, passionate love, mystical/romantic love, or érōs, ʿishq in this 

hadith resembles as an embodied practice that requires chastity and secrecy, and that ultimately 

gives way to death sanctioned as martyrdom.2 This hadith’s recourse to martyrdom signals how 

Ibn Dāwūd 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 ʿudhrī 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.3 As 

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

 
 1. 

دیھش وھف تامف ھمتكف فعف قشع نم   
— 
Ibn Dāwūd, Kitāb al-Zahra, edited by A. R. Nykl and Ibrahim Tuqan (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1932), 66. 
 2. I leave ʿishq 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 ʿudhrī include a relation to the ʿUdhra family and/or a thematic association 
with virginity (ʿudhra). Common names associated with this style are Jamīl Buthayna, Kuthayyir ‘Azza, and Majnun 
Laylā. Given that there is no historical evidence of these poets’ lives, Ruqayya Khan and Renate Jacobi have detailed 
the ways in which al-ḥubb al-ʿuḍhrī (ʿudhrī love) represents a later Abbasid imagining of Bedouin society. See Khan, 
Bedouin and ‘Abbāsid Cultural Identities: The Arabic Majnun Laylā Story, 49-53. 
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well as for poets from al-Andalus to South Asia and beyond, authoritatively backing an 

understanding of ʿishq as a practice of chaste desire.  

As one of these legendary ʿudhrī 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.4 It is crucial 

to note, however, that the legend’s representation of such a societal system—namely 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.5 The former would be an overstatement at best and the latter relies 

 
 4. I 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. Ruqayya 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 ʿAbbāsid 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.6 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.7 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, I dispense with her engagement with class conflict in industrializing societies and the 

naming of homosexuality specific to eighteenth and nineteenth century England.8 Instead, I ground 

my literary analysis in a contextualization of historical debates on ʿishq 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 Dīwan 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 Dīwan 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 Dīwān, 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 ʿishq. 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 (ʿashiq) within it with a paradigm more suitable to the 

medieval Islamic world. 

I open this chapter with an overview on historical debates on ʿishq, pointing to how courtly 

authors contested medical views as well as the philosophical and mystical underpinnings of ʿishq 

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 

Dīwan 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 ʿishq as a kind of illness that need not 

be cured, and Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī’s historical setting as well as how Layli and Majnun wrestles 

with its inheritances by claiming explicit fictionality and altering the dichotomous relationship 

between ʿishq and rationality (ʿaql) embedded in the Arabic material.9 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 Niẓāmī’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 isnād (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 ʿishq’s conceptual work 

through its textual proximity to embodiment, power, and transferability. As a force that transforms 

bodies, ʿishq 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 ʿishq interchangeably with other words for love, 

I argue that Layli and Majnun explicitly theorizes ʿishq as a force that transform bodies, an 

approach that resonates with contemporaneous Persianate deployment of the term to describe 

mystical transcendence insofar as ʿishq 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 

ʿishq on Majnun that include not only pain and suffering, but also laughter and pleasure. I analyze 

three episodes wherein Majnun’s embodied performance of ʿishq is placed on display—on the 

battlefield while trying to win Layla from her family, a trip to the Kaʿba with his father who 

attempts to cure Majnun of ʿishq, 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.10  

I. Historical Debates on ʿishq 

ʿIshq 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 ʿ ishq 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 ʿ ishq explored in the last chapter. Often placed in a web of words such as love (ḥubb, maḥabba), 

passion (hawā), affinity (mushākala), intimacy (ilf), and yearning desire (shawq), ʿ 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 ʿishq was fully 

theorized in Arabic by thinkers such as Abū Bakr al-Rāzī (d. 925 or 935), Isḥāq ibn ʿImrān (d. c. 

903-909), Ibn al-Jazzār (d. 979) and Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037). 11  The nuance of this theoretical 

formulation offered an authoritative backdrop by which authors of other discourses recognized the 

severity of ʿishq and began specifying its conceptual difference from other terms for describing 

love, lust, and desire.   

 
 10. Historically, there have been different interpretations of the Qurʾānic 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 Qurʾān, 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 Qurʾān 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 ʿudhrī 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 ʿudhrī include a relation to the ʿudhra family living in the Northwestern Arabian 

Peninsula in the seventh century and/or a thematic association with virginity (ʿudhra), and 

common names associated with this style are Jamīl Buthayna, Kuthayyir ʿAzza, and Majnūn 

Laylā.12 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 Jamīl, Layla’s Majnūn)—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 ʿudhrī ghazal with the muʿallaqāt (“hanging odes,” 

associated with the pre-Islamic period) poet’s erotic prelude (nasīb), arguing that both depict a 

sense of love lost, and yet the muʿallaqāt poet’s emotions are located definitively in the past, 

whereas the ʿudhrī poet speaks of a present romantic relationship that he carries into the future.13 

Renate Jacobi’s thematic analysis highlights how ʿudhrī 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.14 Bracketing historiographical questions surrounding these 

 
 12. See footnote 3. 
 13. Renate Jacobi, “Time and Reality in Nasīb and Ghazal,” Journal of Arabic Literature 16 (1985): 16-17. 
Certainly, there are exceptions to such generalizations, and poets such as Dhu al-Rūmma (c. 735), dwell in 
remembering the beloved in ways that Michael Sells has likened to ʿudhrī poetry, and whose work is in fact cited by 
Ibn Qutayba as similar to Majnun’s. See Sells, Desert Tracings, 68 and Ibn Qutayba, Kitāb al-shiʻr wa al-shu’arāʼ, 
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 muʿallaqāt, 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 ʿudhrī 

poets as “personae constructs of a mythic, folkloric, and archetypal nature.”15  

Poets and authors at the Abbasid (c. 750-1258) court began conceptualizing ʿishq and its 

physical ramifications out of examples drawn from the ʿudhrī tradition alongside the backdrop of 

authoritative medical opinions. The litterateur Jāḥiẓ’s (d. 868-9) two treatises that elaborate on the 

subject—Treatise on ʿIshq and Women (Risāla fi al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ) and Treatise on 

Songstresses (Risālat al-qiyān)—draw explicitly and implicitly from the ʿudhrī tradition. The 

latter treatise was written as a defense of owning songstresses (qiyān), a practice that was 

condemned by legal scholars of the time.16 Defending this practice as licit, Jāḥiẓ cites the story of 

the ʿudhrī poet Jamīl 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 Jamīl as a “visitor (zīr)” whose habit of visiting (zīyara) his beloved (who was married to 

another man) as normal for pre-Islamic times.17 Such a comment resonates with the ways in which 

 
 15. Stetkeyvch highlights how the genre of Arabic literary biography combined anecdotes (akhbār) and 
genealogies (ansāb) 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. Jāḥiẓ refers to a group of legal scholars called the “Ḥashwīya,” (from ḥashw, common people) who have 
historically been associated with traditionalists (ahl al-ḥadīth) that opposed Muʿtazili doctrine and who share with the 
Hanbalis an insistence on a literal interpretation of the sacred text. For more on the Ḥashwīya, 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 qiyān were also a popular subject for other ninth-century authors such as al-Washshāʾ and al-Sarakhsī. See Lois 
Giffen, Theory of Profane Love Among the Arabs: The Development of the Genre (New York: New York University 
Press, 1971), 4. 
 17. 

.ةرایزلا نم قَّتشملا ریزِّلا لاجرلا نم كلذب علوملا ىَّمسیو   
 
— 
“Someone mad in love (mūlaʿ) as such from amongst men was called a visitor (zīr), which is derived from the visit 
(zīyāra).”  Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” in Rasāʾil al-Jāḥiẓ vol. 1, edited by Muhammad Basil ʿUyun al-Sud and ʿUbayd 
Allah ibn Hassan (Beirut: Manshūrāt Muḥammad ʿAlī Bayḍūn, Dār al-Kutub al- ʿIlmīyah, 2000), 114. I have at times 
referenced the translation in Jim Colville, Sobriety and Mirth: A Selection of the Shorter Writings of al-Jāḥiẓ (London: 
Kegan Paul Limited, 2002), 184. 
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many early Abbasid thinkers drew on a category of pre- and early Islamic ʿarab, a term whose 

usage more likely referred to “Bedouins” than a clearly delineated ethnic category of Arabs, as 

authoritative sources and underscores how ʿudhrī poets were associated with this category.18 Jāḥiẓ 

moreover obliquely refers to ʿudhrī 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.19 These details replicate embodied behaviors associated with ʿudhrī poet-lovers who 

serve as the raw material for his further conceptual thinking about ʿishq.  

Moreover, agreeing with contemporary medical views that ʿishq is a disease (dāʾ), Jāḥiẓ 

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 “ʿishq is a disease that 

cannot be fully controlled just as one cannot remove the impediments of various diseases except 

with a rigorous diet (ḥimya),”20 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 ʿarab and 
bādiya (steppe/desert), such as Ibn Khaldūn’s (d. 1406) definition that “the ʿarab are a section of… the people of the 
bādiya, 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. 

دومجلا نیعلا بروی ىتمو ةعمدلا دعست ىتمو ھیلوتلاو ھیلدتلا يفو نینحلاو تارفزلاو ءاشحلااو دابكلااو بولقلا يف قاشعلا نأش يف ةدلوملا ثیداحلاا   
— 
Jāḥiẓ, “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” in Majmūʿat rasāʾil (Cairo: Maṭbaʻat al-Taqaddum, 1906), 167. Another version 
of this kind of empirical observation in the Kitāb al-qiyān:  

مم ریثك نع انغلبو انیأر دقو فلت ن  . قارتحاوٌ ةعول قارفلا دنع ھبیصی دق ناك نإو هدلو لاو هدلب بّح نم ھحور فلتت لاو ھندب مقسی مھنمً ادحأ رن ملف
. قشعلا ءادب هانضو هدھجُ لاطو  

— 
“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 ʿishq after long strife and grief.” Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” 128.  
 20. 

ةیمحلابّ لاإ ءاودلأا ضراوع عفد عاطتسی لا امك ھعفد كلمی لا ءٌاد قشعلاو   
Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” 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.”21 For Jāḥiẓ, even though ʿishq 

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, Jāḥiẓ states that the disease of ʿishq 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 (hawā) 

makes a man blind and deaf, but ʿishq kills.”22 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 ʿ ishq from a wide range of Abbasid authors including Ḥanbālī jurists, Sufis, 

and literati such as Jāḥiẓ.23  

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

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

 
 21. 

ءاملا فلاتخا لاو ءاوھلا ُّریغت ررض كلمی مل ةیمحلاب سرتحاو ةیذغلأا فرصً اضیأ كلم ولو   
— 
“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.” Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” 127.  
 22. 

لتقی قشعلاف مصی و ىمعی ىوھلا نا رئاسلا لثملاو   
— 
Jāḥiẓ, “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” 166.  
— 

مسجلا ءاضعأ نم بلقلا ةلزنم بسحب ندبلا عیمج يف ھمومعو قشعلا ءادو  
— 
“The disease of ʿishq 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 Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” 127.  
 23. Ḥanbālī thinkers such as Ibn al-Jawzī and Ibn Taymīya considered tatayyum (enslavement, thralldom) to 
be a higher form of love than ʿishq that is reserved for divine love alone. Despite their interest in ʿishq, Ḥanbālī 
treatises retain a sense on ambivalence towards the power of ʿishq as they claim it risks idolatry by leading to worship 
of a human beloved. For an overview on Ḥanbālī views on ʿishq, 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, 

Jāḥiẓ’s two treatises locate in ʿishq a kind of pleasure that is not necessarily encapsulated by other 

terms for love and that make its risks worthwhile. The Treatise on ʿIshq and Women opens with 

the declarative statement that “love (ḥubb) is that which is the root of passion (hawā) and passion 

is that from which branches ʿishq and ʿishq is that which causes man to wander on his path (an 

yahīma lahu ʿala wajhi-hi) or die of grief on his bed,” a statement that again intertextually 

references ʿudhrī poets’ archetypal behaviors as “wandering” is often the precise words used to 

describe Majnun’s actions.24 ʿIshq is singled out from other ways of describing love by these 

actions, which underscore subsequent conceptual statements such as “ʿIshq is a name for what 

exceeds the scope of that which is called love (ḥubb),” and, in the Treatise on Songstresses, that 

ḥubb is an inadequate term to convey ʿishq, which is a “compound of love (ḥubb), passion (hawā), 

affinity (mushākala), and intimacy (ilf).”25 As a disease and as excess, Jāḥiẓ declares that “the 

pleasure of lovers (mutaʿāshiqīn) is tranquil unto eternity, persisting without transience,” a 

pleasure which he compares to listening to music, except that songs are inevitably transient.26 This 

 
 24. 

ھشارف ىلع ادمك تومی وأ ھھجو ىلع ناسنلاا ھل میھی يذلا قشعلاو قشعلا ھنم عرفتی يذلا ىوھلاو ىوھلا لصأ وھ يذلا بحلا   
— 
Khan discusses similarities between hāma and the idea of errancy as this phrase is repeatedly deployed in the Kitāb 
al-Aghānī; Jāḥiẓ moreover repeats this sentiment by stating that the “lover is the one who wanders for his beloved (al-
ʿāshiq al-hāʾim bi-ʿashīqatihi). See Jāḥiẓ, “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” 161-163 and Khan, 131-133. 
 25. 

اقشع ىمسی بح لك سیلو بح ھمسا يذلا رادقملا نع لضف امل مسا قشعلا امناو   
— 
“ʿIshq is a name for what exceeds the scope of that which is called love and not all kinds of love are called ʿishq.” 
Jāḥiẓ references two comparisons for thinking about ʿishq’s excess, stating that the relationship between ʿishq and 
ḥubb is similar to that of the relationship between extravagance (saraf) and generosity (jūd), as well as between avarice 
(bukhl) and thriftiness (iqtiṣād). See “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” 161-162.   
— 

فللإاو ةلكاشملاو ىوھلاو بّحلا نم بكرتی قشعلاف  
— 
Jāḥiẓ, “Kitāb al-qiyān,” 127.  
 26. 

ةنعاظ ریغ ةمیقم دبلأل ةدكار نیقشاعتملا ةذلو   
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pleasure helps explain Jāḥiẓ’s particular recourse to defining ʿishq 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 ʿishq’s propensity to lead to suffering and it shows how ʿishq’s 

corporeal effects can be felt otherwise.27 Even though ʿishq is an illness, Jāḥiẓ’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 ʿishq gave way to a sense of masculinity that finds power in 

displays of suffering. Though Jāḥiẓ articulates the ways in which ʿishq causes the lover to be 

submissive and to lose his manliness (murūʾa), Ibn Dāwūd’s Book of the Flower shows how that 

submissiveness itself can be seen as a strength of a suffering poet-lover (ʿāshiq).28 Ruqayya Khan 

and others have argued that this work served as a kind of manual of behavior for a group of 

“genteel-savants (ẓarīf, pl. ẓurafā’) ” whose fascination with ʿudhrī modes of idealizing the 

beloved likely served as a kind of male bonding.29 Likewise drawing loosely on the medical 

 
— 
Jāḥiẓ, “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” 163. This usage of dual active participle to describe lovers (mutaʿāshiqīn) is 
rare to my knowledge and seems to correspond with Jāḥiẓ’s discussion in “Kitāb al-qiyān” that ʿishq 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 qiyān in particular, 
Jāḥiẓ 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. 

ھتقیشعب فاطأ نمل ةلذلا راعشتسا و ھتءورم ىلع میضلا لاخدا كلذ لوأ   
— 
“The first thing love does is cause damage to a man’s honor (murūʾa ) and make him feel submissive as he encircles 
his beloved.”  Suzanne Stetkevych, Stefan Sperl, and others have explored the ways in which the muʿallaqāt poet’s 
masculinity hinges upon embodying a communalist ethos of murūʾa (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 (qaṣīda). See Jāḥiẓ, “Risāla fī al-ʿishq wa al-nisāʾ,” 161 and chapter one.  
 29. Khan has located the prominence of the ideal of refinement (ẓarf) in a group she calls “genteel savants” 
(ẓarīf), or “elegent, fashionable cliques that took the famous ninth century love treatise Book of the Flower (Kitāb 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 Dāwūd was asked 
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knowledge of his time, Ibn Dāwūd cites Galen when defining ʿishq 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 (ʿāshiq) unless and until one is separated from the one he loves.”30  Unlike the 

medical tradition that locates ideal masculinity in rationality and balance, poets and authors in the 

courtly tradition such as Ibn Dāwūd identified the figure of the lover (ʿāshiq) with masculine 

power, and as such validated excessive displays of suffering and irrationality.31  Indeed, such an 

ethos can be seen in the Hadith “one who loves (ʿashiqa) and stays chaste, and hides his love and 

dies, dies a martyr,” preserved and interpreted by Ibn Dāwūd, and explored in the introduction of 

this chapter. Embedded in early courtly conceptualizations of ʿishq is the figure of the suffering 

lover who nobly endures separation.32⁠ 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 (ʿāshiq) retains a sense of masculine power.  

 
by someone in the street about a line or verse included in the Kitāb al-Zahra. See Khan, Bedouin and ʿ Abbāsid 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. 

مدقم يف وھو لییختلا نكاسم ةثلاث غامدلا يفو دبكلاو بلقلاو غامدلا يف ةنماك يھو سفنلا لعف نم قشعلا سونیلاج لاق   
ھقشعی نم قراف اذا ىتح لاإ قشاع مسا دحلأ لمكی سیلو هرخوم يف وھو ركذلاو ھطسو يف وھو ركفلاو سأرلا  

— 
“Galen said that ʿishq 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 ʿāshiq unless and until one is separated from the one he loves.” See Ibn Dāwūd, Kitāb al-
Zahra, 17. 
 31. See the discussion in the previous chapter on Abū Bakr al-Rāzī’s polemic against “the effeminate men 
(khanithūn), love-poets, dandies, the affluent, and men who are affected by lusts.” Against these groups, al-Rāzī posits 
a rational masculinity that he locates in philosophers, who are the ones he claims to be characterized by the ideals of 
refinement (ẓarf) and etiquette (adab).  
 32. Ibn Dāwūd’s twenty-sixth chapter, for example, is titled “what is created by separation except for the 
punishment of the lovers (mā khuliqa al-firāq ilā li-taʿdhīb al-ʿushshāq). The figure of the suffering lover (ʿāshiq, pl.  
ʿushshāq) moreover stays relevant in later treatises, such as Jaʿfar ibn Aḥmad al-Sarraj’s (d. 1106) Maṣāriʿ al-ʿushshāq 
(The Destruction of the Lovers) and works modeled on it. See Ibn Dāwūd, 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 ʿishq 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 Dāwūd’s chapter that defines ʿ ishq—

“Rationality is a prisoner to passion (hawā) and desire (shawq) is ruler of them both”—signals a 

popular understanding of the proximity between these various terms.33 The reception of early 

Abbasid courtly literature in al-Andalus, for example, seems to have placed a greater emphasis on 

yearning desire (shawq), as can be seen in the title of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s famous collection of poems 

“Translator of Desires (ashwāq),” and the poets of al-Andalus likewise made appeals to the ʿudhrī 

tradition.34 This shows how the figure of a suffering poet-lover based on ʿ udhrī examples remained 

an intertextual reference point for various local poetic traditions over and above a technical focus 

on ʿishq.  

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

Persianate world due to the rise of a strain of Islamic mysticism that equated ʿishq with the divine 

 
 33. 

ریمأ امھیلع قوشلاو ریسأ ىوھلا دنع لقعلا   
— 
Ibn Dāwūd, 2. 
 34. Khan has discussed how Ibn Ḥazm employs a mixture of words to declare that the only kind of love that 
lasts is “the love of true passion (maḥabbat al-ʿishq al-ṣaḥīḥ).”. Ibn al-ʿArabī mentions pairs of ʿudhrī 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:  

تْھجّوت يَّنأ بِّحُلا نِیدب نُیدأ   
ينامیإو ينید ُّبحُلافُ ھُبئاكر  
  
اھَِتخُْأو دٍنھ رِشِْب يف ةوَسُْأ انل  
نِلایغو يم َّمث ىلیلو سٍیقو  

— 
“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 Lubnā, Mayya and Ghaylān”  
See Khan, 70 and Ibn al-ʿArabī, Tarjumān Al-ashwāq (Tehran: Enteshārāt-e Mawlā, 2020). 
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essence itself. This strain drew from the radical utterances of Ḥallāj (d. 922) whose famous saying 

“anā al-ḥaqq (I am the Real)” affirms the possibility of union (wiṣāl) with the divine beloved 

through annihilation (fanāʾ) of the worldly self. This position gave way to the idea of ʿishq as the 

unitary, ontological essence of all being. With the systematization of Sufi theoretical works in the 

eleventh century, this version of ʿishq was gradually adopted as a Sufi technical term as can be 

seen in the works of Qushayrī (d. 1072), Hujwīrī (c. 1072-7), Abū al-Ḥasan al-Daylamī (d. 1001-

2), and Aḥmad Ghazālī (d. 1126). Daylamī’s fame rests on his treatment of divine love (al-ʿishq 

al-ilāhī) in his splendidly titled book, The Attachment of the Conjoined Alif to the Attached Lām 

(ʿAtf al-alif al-ma’lūf ʿalā al-lām al-maʿṭūf), which offers a comprehensive treatment of not only 

mystical views, but also opinions from philosophers, physicians, theologians, astrologers, 

litteratuers (adībs), and the “Bedouins” (arab) of pre-Islamic and early Islamic past. The title itself 

derives from a line of poetry attributed to Ḥallāj:  

When the beginning began, He brought out his ʿishq as 
attribute. 
In one who appeared, He shined in it a shining. 
 
And the lām was intimate with the inclined alif— 
both of them one, meaning in the beginning.35 

ًةَفصُِ ھُقشعِ ىدبأ ءُدَبلا ادب امّل  
ُلألأ ھیف لألأتف ادَب نمیف  
  
فٌلِتؤم فِوطعملا فِللأاب مُللاو  
ءُانعم قِبْسلا يفٌ دحاو امھلاك  
  

 
This verse’s play with the letters alīf ( ا ) and lām ( ل ) yields the negative particle lā ( لا ), which 

introduces the first part of every Muslim’s statement of faith (shahada) of “there is no god but 

God (lā ilāha ilā Āllah).” Together, these two letters signify an apophatic affirmation of the 

oneness of the divine, which in Ḥallāj’s verse is co-terminous with the beginning of time and the 

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

 
 35. See Daylamī, Kitāb ʿatf al-alif al-ma’lūf ʿalā al-lām al-maʿṭūf, ed. J. C. Vadet (Cairo: Matbaʻat al-Maʻhad 
al-ʻIlmī al-Faransī lil-Āthār al-Sharqīyah, 1962), 44.   
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Ḥallāj’s usage of ʿishq to describe the divine essence came to fruition in the twelfth-century 

Persianate world wherein authors such as Daylamī and Aḥmad Ghazālī expand upon these earlier 

poetic snippets.36 Aḥmad Ghazālī likewise quotes Ḥallāj and expands upon Arabic poetry in 

Persian explanations that reinforce an ontological meaning of unity.37 

 Yet unlike his predecessors who admit hesitations about the use of such an erotically loaded 

term to describe the divine, Aḥmad Ghazālī adopted ʿishq unapologetically in the Savāniḥ 

(Happenings).38  This work provides a cosmogonic backstory to explain the equation of ʿishq with 

 
 36. See Joeseph Lumbard, “From Ḥubb to ʿIshq: The Development of Love in Early Sufism,” 346-347. 
 37. For example, Aḥmad Ghazālī explicates the following verse from Ḥallāj:  

 انَأ یوھَأ نمَوَ یوھَأ نمَ انَأ
 انَدَب انلَلحَ نِاحور نُحَن
  
 ُھَترصَبَأ ينَترصَبَأ اذِإَف
 انَترصَبَأُ ھَترصَبَأ اذِإوَ

 
 لوا تسا هداھن یود رد یکی زا مدق اندب انللح ناحور نحن ھک عارصم مود رد داتفا رود نکیلو دوب ینعم نیدب مھ تراشا
 تسرتبیرق عارصم
– 

 

"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 Aḥmad Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, ed. by Helmut Ritter (Leipzig: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1942), 7.  
 38. Abū al-Ḥasan al-Daylamī, for example, indicates that he only accepts ʿishq because of his own teacher’s 
acceptance of Junayd’s deployment of the term:  

 
ركنی ناك دقف ھیلع الله ةمحر فیفخ نبا الله دبع وبأ انخیش امأو .مھریغو جلاحلا روصنم نب نیسحلاو دینجلا مساقلا وبأو ىماطسبلا دیزی وبأ زاجأ نممو  
ھیف فنصو هزوجو هراكنإ نع عجرو ھب لاقف ھتیھامو ھقاقتشاو قشعلا ىنعم اھیف ركذ قشعلا يف دینجلا مساقلا ىبلأ ةلأسم ھیلإ تعقو ىتحً انامز كاذ  
ةلأسم  

— 
“And from among those who permit are Abu Yazid al-Bisṭāmī, Abū Qāsim al-Junayd, and Ḥusayn ibn manṣūr al-
Ḥallāj and the likes of them. Yet our shaykh Abu ʿAbdallah ibn Khafīf, may God’s mercy be upon him, was refusing 
that for a time until an opinion appeared to him from Junayd on ʿishq wherein he recalled the meaning of ʿishq and its 



 

 
 

 

112 

the divine essence, a backstory which eschews questions of matter and multiplicity by illustrating 

creation as a form of emanation from divine ʿishq.39 Though he adopts a poetic idiom of lover and 

beloved that resembles the vocabulary of courtly authors, Ghazālī blunts the sexual connotations 

of ʿishq by devaluing human love as overly carnal in light of an overpowering, divine love, 

insisting that divine ʿishq “comes from inside to outside, while the ʿishq of creation goes from 

outside to inside” and thus can never fully penetrate the heart.40 As such, this new mystical idiom 

sanctioned ʿishq 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 Ḥanbalī theologians to reject ʿishq as a term for divine love for fear that the divine beloved, 

construed as a kind of romantic other, might appear to be needy.41 

 
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 Daylamī, Kitāb Atf al-alif al-maʾlūf ʿalā al-lām al-maʿṭūf, 5. 
 39. 

داتفا جازم ھچ ات منادن دوجو ؤدب رد دوب حور بکرم رظتنم قشع دوجو دح رسب دمآ دوجوب مدع زا حور   
تفرگب یاج تفای یلاخ ھناخ دمآ قشع تاذ تفص دمآ حور تاذ رگا  

– 
“The Soul came into existence from absence. On the border of existence, ʿIshq 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 ʿIshq 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 (rūḥ) comes into the spatial plane of 
existence whereupon it encounters ʿIshq somewhere at the edge waiting for it. The subsequent sentence dismisses the 
philosophical question of ʿIshq’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 ʿishq in pre-eternity. See Aḥmad Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, ed. by Helmut Ritter (Leipzig: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1942) 4. 
 40. 

اجک ات ھک تسادیپ اما دور نورد رد نوریب زا قلخ قشعو دیآ نوریب نورد زا ثیدح نیا قشع ھک تسگرزب یرس اجنیا و   
سفن ات ثیدح نیرد دیابب یرمع اما دیآ راک رد زین سفن دزیخ رب بجح مامت رگا و …تسا فاغش ات وا تیاھن . تفر دناوت  
دسرن زگرھ دوخ و دسر لدب ھک دوب ردان تسا لد ینوریب یاھدرپ رد یناما و تاوھش و قلخ و ایند لاجم دیآ قشع هار رد  

– 
“And here is the great secret: that ‘ishq comes from inside to outside, while ʿishq 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 (shagāf)… If all 
of the veils are drawn, the carnal soul (nafs) also comes to ʿishq’s work, but it takes a lifetime before the carnal soul 
comes to the path of ʿishq. The powers of the world, creation, lust, desires are in the outermost drapes of the heart; it 
is rare that it (ʿishq of creation) reaches the heart, and it itself never can.” Aḥmad Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, 34. 
 41. Joseph Bell has succinctly described the Ḥanbalī position by underscoring how they debated “whether God 
as a self-sufficient being can be described as loving.” Moreover, Ḥanbalī 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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Ghazālī’s mystical attitude slightly differs from Ibn Sīnā’s (d. 1037) earlier philosophical 

approach to ʿishq that deems the desire for physical touch to be a natural result of the fact that 

ʿishq permeates all being. In the short treatise on love (risāla fī al-ʿishq) that I explored in the 

introduction, Ibn Sīnā writes a section on love for beautiful faces that he deems natural. Ibn Sīnā 

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 Sīnā also deems as natural so 

long as they are kept separate from the carnality associated with sexual intercourse.42 Thus in 

addition to the emphasis placed on the severity of ʿishq by the medical tradition, the mystical 

approach encapsulated by Ghazālī and the philosophical approach articulated by Ibn Sīnā made 

ʿishq 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 Niẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’s text.  

II. Majnun and poet-lover masculinity 

 
youth (shāhid-bāzī) as well as their use of ʿ ishq. See Joseph Bell, Love Theory in Later Hanbalite Islam (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1979), 5 and 21-24. 
 42. Ibn Sīnā 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 ʿishq of a man of refinement (ẓarīf). See Ibn Sīnā, Risālah fī al-ʿishq, ed. by 
Ḥusayn Ṣiddīq and Rāwiyah Jāmūs (Damascus: Dār al-Fikr, 2005), 74 and introduction.  
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 Neẓāmī’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 heedless child, when 
her breasts had not yet appeared to her companions.  
 
Two youths we tended the lambs—would that it were that we  
had never grown up, nor had the lambs grown old. 
 
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 (ẓarīf) as he related poems and sweet 
conversation.43  

ٌةریغص ٌّرغِ يھو ىَلیل تُقَّْلَعت  
مُجح اھیدْث نم بِارْتَلألُ دبْی ملو  

 
انَّنَأ تَیلای مَھُْبلا ىعرن نِاَّیِبصَ  

 مُھُْبلا رَِبكْی ملو رَْبكْن مل مِویلا ىلإ
 

 نم سان يف ثدحتیو اھعم سلجی ناكو أشن مث
 ولح راعشلال ةیوار افیرظ لایمج ناكو ھموق
 ثیدحلا

 
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 ʿudhrī 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” (ẓarīf)—as well as 

 
 43. Ibn Qutayba, 374. These couplets are relatively consistent across the Arabic material and can be found in 
the Dīwan, 52-53 and in Isfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī 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 ʿ aqlu-hu), which 

is further glossed by a comment that he “was not comprehending (yaʿaqlu) anything, except when 

Layla was recalled to him. Then he would come to his senses and speak about her without dropping 

a letter.”44 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 ʿudhrī tradition by referencing the poetry 

of Qays b. Darīh 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.45 Majnun’s friend warns of Majnun’s 

potential violence and advises this speaker to recite a few lines from Qays b. Darīh to calm Majnun. 

Following this advice, the speaker recites a few lines, which leads to Majnun’s own poetic 

performance:  

 
 44. 

افرح طقسی لاو اھنع ثدحتو باث تركذ اذاف ىلیل ھل ركذت نا لاا ائیش لقعی لاو   
— 
A similar anecdote occurs as the anonymous speaker who meets Layla describes Majnun to her- 
— 

اھیف اھلوقیً اراعشأ دشنیو يكبیف ىلیل ھل ركذت نأ لاا مھفی لاو لقعی لا شحولا عم نوكیو يفایفلا كلت يف میھی   
— 
“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-ḥayy),” indicating a similarity in age 
that likely reflects a similarity in disposition. See Ibn Qutayba, 378. 
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He wept for a while, then said, “By God, I am a better 
poet than him (āshʿar 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.46  

 لوقا ثیح ھنم رعشا اللهو انا لاق مث لایوط ىكبف
 

 ينتیْبسَ ام اذإ ىَّتح ينتیَْندْأو
ِ حطِابلأا لَھْس مَصُْعلا ُّلحُی لٍوقب

 
 ٌةلیح يَل لا نیح يّنع تِیَْفاجت
ِ حِناوجلا نیب تِیَّْلخَ ام تِیَّْلخو

 
 مث تفرصناف اھبلط يف بثوف ءابظ ھل تنع مث

 كلذ دعب تودغ مث …ھبصا ملف دغلا نم تدع
 امف انتلیلو انموی هانبلطف ھتیب لھأو ھتوخا ادغو
 ةراجحلا ریثك داو ىلع انفرشا انحبصا املف هانبصا
  .هونفدو هولمتحاف اھنیب تیم وھ اذإف

 
Majnun competes with Qays b. Darīh’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 ʿ udhrī poets is constructed primarily through their rhetorical 

prowess and rivalry even as they take on more gender-fluid forms of embodiment.47 Unlike how 

Neẓāmī’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 ʿudhrī figures over who is the best poet. See Sedgewick, Between Men, 66. 
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The Dīwan, 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 (ʿāshiq) 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 (ʿāshiq).”48 This usage of the term ʿāshiq for this 

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

and shows how it encapsulates the persona of ʿudhrī 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 Kaʿba 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.  

 ُھَنورفِغَْتسَْیَ الله نَومرِحْمُلا اعََد
 اھُبوُنُذ ىحَمُت يْكًَ اَثعْشَُ ةَّكمَِب

 
 يتَلؤْسُ لَُّوَأ نُمَحْرَ ای تُیَْدانو
 اھَُبیسحَ تَنَْأ َّمُث ىَلیَْل يَسِفَْنلِ

 
 بُْتَی مَْل يَِتایح يف ىلیَْل طِعُْا نِْإَف
 اھُبوُتَأ لاً ةَبوَْتٌ دبْعَِ الله ىلِإ

 
 ينُدیزَیو اھُبرُْق ينیَْعِب ُّرَقَی
 اھُبیعَی يدنْعِ نَاك نْمًَ اَبجَعَ اھَِب

 
 ُھُتیْصََعَف بُْت لَاق دَْق لٍئاق مكََف
 اھُبیصُِأ لاٌ ةَّلخَ يرمَْعَل كَلِْتو

 

 
 48. 

ًاقشاع تجوز ينأ برعلا تثدح لا اللهو : لاقو   
— 
Dīwān, 55. 
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Oh soul, by God, have patience–you are not the first  
to have its lover vanish, so know this.49   

 اھَّنَأ لَیَْل ای سُفَّْنلا كِْترَجَھَ امو
 اھَُبیصَن كِنْمِ َّلَق نكِلو كِْتَلَق

 
 يمَلعْافِ اللهو تِسَْلً اربْصَ سِفَْن ایف
  اھَُبیبحَ اھنْعَ بَاغَ سٍفَْن لَِّوَأب

 
This poetic prayer compares Majnun’s devotion to Layla with a servant’s (ʿabd) relationship with 

the divine. Her nearness offers him solace, as he appeals to a Qurʾānic descriptor of her as cooling 

his eyes (yaqarru bi-ʿaynī).50  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 Kaʿba 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.”51 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. Dīwān, 56-57. The first three couplets are also quoted, nearly verbatim, in Ibn Qutayba, Kitāb al-Shiʻr wa 
al-Shu’arāʼ, 377. 
 50. See Q 25:74 and 32:17. 
 51.  

 اَّممِ نُمحر ای كَیلإ بُوتأ
 بُونُّذلا ترھَاظََت دقف تُلْمِعَ
  
 يّبحُو ىلیل ىوھ نم اَّمَأَف
 بُوتأ لا يّنِإَف اھَترَایز

— 
“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 Kaʿba likewise shows the various words used for passion 
(hawā) and love (ḥubb) in the Arabic materials. See al-Wālibī, Dīwān, 67. 
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As in Ibn Qutayba’s short entry, the Dīwan likewise references other ʿudhrī poet-lovers as 

a way of highlighting Majnun’s rhetorical prowess. One remarkable section describes a meeting 

between the fifth Umayyad Caliph, ʿAbd al-Malik Ibn Marwān, and the legendary ʿudhrī poet 

Kuthayyir. ʿAbd 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 ʿishq than you (aʿshaq minka)?”52 

Kuthayyir says yes, an affirmation which ʿAbd 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.53 After this questioning, Kuthayyir watches Majnun catch a gazelle and speak poetry to 

it:  

 
 52. 

كنم قشعأ تیأر لھ ریثك ای ھل لاقف برشلل دعق دقو ناورم نب كلملا دبع ىلع نمحرلا دبع نب ریثك لخد   
— 
“Kuthayyir ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥman entered ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān’s residence and sat for drinking. ʿAbd al-Malik 
then said to him, ‘Oh Kuthayyir, have you seen anyone who had more  ʿishq than you (aʿshaqa minka)?’” See 
Dīwān, 93. 
 53.  

 ينَباصََأ دَْق يّذلا وكشَْأ ول ُّزعَ ایف
 اَیلِ ىكَبَل هِرِبَْق يف تٍِّیمَ ىلإ
  
 ينَباصََأ دْق يّذلا وكشَْأ ول ُّزعَ ایو
  اَیلِ ىَنحَنْلاِ ىرذلا بِعْصَ لٍَبجَ ىلإ
 

ترعذف سینأ اھب سیل ةزافم يف صخش يل عفر ذإ رحلا دیدش موی يف يداوبلا ضعب يف ریسأ امنیب نینمؤملا ریمأ ای كربخأ لاق  
يسنإ لب لاقف ؟ينج مأ تنأ يسنإ ھل تلقف رعشلا دعج ھجولا نسح ناسنإب انأ اذإف ھنم توند مث ھنم . 

 
— 
 
Oh ʿAzza if I complain of that which wounds me 
Even a dead man in his grave cries for me 
 
Oh ʿAzza 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 (anīs) 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 
most beautiful gazelle, then he grasped its horn and began 
looking at the beauty of its face and said, 
  
“Oh semblance of Layla, do not fear  
today I am a friend from amongst the beasts 
  
your eyes are her eyes and your neck is her neck 
though her leg is more delicate than yours.” 
  
Then he set her free and started looking at her traces and 
said, 
  
“I say as I have released her from her shackles 
if you say thanks, it is because of Layla you are freed.”54  

 ءابظلا نم نوكت ام نسحأك ةیبظ صنتقا ىتح ھیلع تمقأف
 لوقیو اھھجو نساحم يف رظنی لبقأو اھنرق ىلع ضبق مث

  
 ينَّنِإَف يعارُت لا ىلیلَ ھبْشِ ایأ
 قُیدصَ شِوحوُلا نِیَْب نم مَویلا كَِل

  
 اھُدیج كُِدیجو اھانیع كِانیعف

 قُیقد كِنمِ قِاَّسلا مَظْعَ َّنَأ ىوَسِ
  

 لوقیو اھرثأ يف رظنی لعجو اھقلطأ مث
  

 اھقاَثوَ نم اھُتقلطأ دقو لُوقأ
قُیلط تِرْكَشَ نِْإ ىلیَْللِ تِنأَف   

 
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.55 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 (waṣf) 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 (jinās) 

in order to suggest that Majnun frees the gazelle (aṭlaqaha), who is a freed thing (ṭalīq) due to its 

semblance to Layla.56 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 Dīwān, 94-95. 
 54. Dīwān, 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. Ṭalīq also means “divorced woman,” which further adds to the feminization of the gazelle. Description 
(waṣf) is a mode of Arabic poetry that typically served as part of an ode (qaṣīda), but that also existed as a genre in its 
own right. On the usage of waṣf 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: Waṣf, Ekphrasis, and Interarts Theory (Leiden: Brill, 2004). 
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more examples of his deployment of this simile.57 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 ʿAbd al-Malik that “and that, by god, is someone with more ʿishq than 

me.” 58 The use of the comparative to describe Majnun’s ʿishq (āʿshaq minnī) recalls Majnun’s 

own usage of it when comparing his poetry to Qays b. Darīḥ’s in Ibn Qutayba’s entry—“I am a 

better poet than him” (āshʿar minhu)—and here Majnun’s non-normative behavior additionally 

amplifies his ʿishq. Kuthayyir continues this anecdote by stating to ʿAbd al-Malik that Majnun is 

“a better poet than him (āshʿar minnī)” and reciting five more poems attributed to Majnun.59 

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 ʿishq in the first part of Neẓāmī’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 (zanjīr), 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 conduct 
why then are there chains upon your collar?  

 ریبدت و یار ھب منم ھناوید
 ریجنز تسارچ وت ندرگ رد

 
 57. Dīwān, 98-99. 
 58. Dīwān, 100. 
 59. Dīwān, 101-104. 
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Do not throw a rope around your own neck 
I am better with a rope on my neck. 
 
Your tresses tore all that the heart had sewn  
who has taught you this tearing of clothes? 
 
Your tresses steal hearts by force  
they are not Hindu thieves when time is blind.  
 
Do something, oh dear sign of my being 
bring me up from the well where I have gone down.  
 
Withdraw your hand from this my lament 
or give a hand so that I may kiss it.60 

 
 نگفیم نسر دوخ ندرگ رد
 ندرگ ھب نسر مشاب ھب نم

 
 تخود لد ھچ رھ دیرد وت فلز
 تخومآ ھک ارو یرد ھماج نیا

 
 تسا روز ھب وت فلز ندربب لد
 تسا روک راگزور ھک ھن ودنھ

 
 مراک ناشن یا نکب یراک
 مرآرب مدش ورف ھک ھچ نیز

 
 مسوسف نیزا ریگب تسد ای
 مسوبب ات رادب تسد ای

 
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 Dāwūd. 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. Neẓāmī Ganjavī, Layli and Majnun, ed. by Behrouz Sarvatiyan (Tehran: Muʾassaseh-e Enteshārāt-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 Neẓāmī Ganjavī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Barat Zanjani (Tehran: Muʾassaseh-e Chāp va 
Enteshārāt-e Dāneshgāh-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 (neshān) 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.61 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 
how is Layla on account of this affair? 
 
Majnun is always tearing at his liver 
from whom does Layla scrape away the salt? 
 
Majnun is pierced by the thorn’s arrow,  
while Layla sleeps, I wonder how pleasantly. 
 
Majnun weeps and cries in a thousand laments, 
while Layla contemplates in such cheerfulness. 
 
Majnun is branded and has only pain, 
Layla has spring and roses to her name. 
 
Majnun girds himself with necessity, 
Layla has a face that lets loose smiles.  
 
Majnun’s heart cowers from separation 
why does Layla rest so easily?62  

 تسنوخ جوم نایم ھب نونجم
 تسنوچ راک باسح ھب یلیل

 
 دشارخ یمھ یرگج نونجم
 دشارت یم ھک زا کمن یلیل

 
 تس ھتفس راخ گندخ ھب نونجم
 تس ھتفخ زان مادک ھب یلیل

 
 دلان ھحون رازھ ھب نونجم
 دلاگس یم طاشن ھچ یلیل

 
 دراد درد و غاد ھمھ نونجم
 دراد درو و راھب ھچ یلیل

 
 ددنب زاین رمک نونجم
 ددنخ زاب ھک خر ھب یلیل

 
 تس هدیمر لد قارف ز نونجم
 تس هدیمرآ تجح ھچ ھب یلیل

 
 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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 166 and 184. 
 62. Neẓāmī, 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.63 The final line of these harsh contrasts sonically plays 

with a certain sense of similarity in difference as he describes himself as cowering (ramīde) while 

she is calmed (ārmīde), 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.64 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.65 Differences such as this indicate that there is a complexity 

beyond the register that valorizes the inherited idiom of poet-lover (ʿashiq) 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 119-120. 
 65. For example, in a letter to Majnun, Layla writes:  
 

نونکا کیلو مدوب یلیل  
نونجم رازھ زا مرتنونجم  
 

هراتس ھیس ھتفیش نآز  
هراب رازھ رتھتفیش نم  

– 
 
“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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III. ʿIshq in Layli and Majnun 

 In Ganja (modern day Azerbaijan), Neẓāmī 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.66 This 

dynasty traced its lineage to the Sassanid King Bahrām Chōbīn, 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. Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’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, Neẓāmī relates that his patron, King Akhistan I of the Shirvanshahs, requested 

that he write the story after having seen Neẓāmī’s prior work Khosrow and Shirin, suggesting that 

he turn to “the king of love stories.”67 Neẓāmī disagrees with the King’s assessment, claiming that 

 
Entering a kind of lover’s contest with Majnun, Layla here declares that she is madder (majnūn-tar) and more 
enraptured (shīftih-tar) than him–indicating not only that her suffering is similar in kind but greater in degree. See 
Neẓāmī, 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 Neẓāmī that “Turk-like speech 
is not agreeable to us (turkāni sokhan sazā-ye mā nīst)” and that those who are born of “high lineage (nasab-e buland)” 



 

 
 

 

126 

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 (lang), Neẓāmī further explicates his own aesthetic views:  

The arena of poetry should be ample 
so it displays a skill in horsemanship. 
 
Even though this verse is famous 
it is far from pleasurable exegesis. 
 
Poetic speech is pleasure and delight 
indeed poetry is justified by these two things 
 
and as for mania and binds and chains 
naked speech on these things is pitiful.68  

 دیاب خارف نخس نادیم
 دیامن ییراوس عبط ات

 
 روھشم تسھ ھچ رگا تیآ نیا
 رود وزا تسھ طاشن ریسفت

 
 تسزان و طاشن نخس زارفآ

 تسزاس ھناھب نخس ود رھ نیز
 

 ریجنز و دنب و یگتفیش رب
 ریگلد ھنھرب نخس دشاب

 
Poetic speech (sokhan) according to Neẓāmī is best when it produces pleasure. In contrast, Neẓāmī 

employs religious vocabulary to describe the story of Layla and Majnun as a verse (aya) whose 

exegesis (tafsīr) 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, Neẓāmī 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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun ed. Sarvatiyan, 
45. 
 68. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun ed. Sarvatiyan, 45 / 5 v. 51-55. 
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Moreover, Neẓāmī’s complaint also signals the ways in which his text alters and plays with 

the prior Arabic material. Agreeing to write the story, Neẓāmī states that he hopes that it could 

turn his patron into a lover (ʿāshiq), adding that he inserted into it “a pearl from reason (ʿaql).”69 

This statement undoes the dichotomy between ʿishq and rationality (ʿaql) posed by Ibn Qutayba’s 

initial depiction of Majnun and suggests how Neẓāmī’s text reframes his character. Instead of 

recreating a battle between Arabic and Persian aesthetics, I suggest that we read Neẓāmī’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, ʿishq.  

Majnun enters Neẓāmī’s text with certain predetermined characteristics: he goes mad, dies 

for love, and is associated with being a suffering lover (ʿāshiq) that I explored in the previous 

section. Although Neẓāmī’s text preserves such inheritances, its thematization of ʿishq itself 

suggests something new, which, I maintain, foregrounds corporeal transformation as the result of 

ʿishq’s force. This thematization occurs in tandem with the fictionality of Neẓāmī’s text, which 

allows both for direct narratorial commentary on the main action and an open altering of prior 

motifs.70 As a metadiegetic commentator, the narrator occasionally speaks directly in the first-

person, drawing attention to both inheritance and active intervention.71 These first-person asides 

 
 69. Neẓāmī, 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 Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq itself, such as in this passage that 

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

Majnun:  

ʿIshq that is not ʿishq of eternity 
is a plaything of youthful lust. 
 
For ʿishq is that which does not decrease  
as long as it is, it remains steadfast. 
 
True ʿishq is not a passing fancy  
if for it eternity is declining.  
 
Majnun, who is the illustrious name of ʿishq 
who is, in full awareness, all of what ʿishq is 
 
bore ʿishq all while he was alive 
he thrived like a rose by the breeze of ʿishq. 
 
And now that his rose has gone on its journey 
that dew which remains is rosewater from him—  
 
me too from that sweet-scented rosewater 
sweeten my water in this river.72  

 تسینادواج قشع ھن ھک یقشع
 تسیناوج توھش ھچیزاب

 
 ددرگن مک ھک دشاب نآ قشع
 ددرگن مدق نآ زا دشاب ات

 
 تسلایخ یرسرس ھن قشع نآ
 تسلاوز دبلاادبا ار واک

 
 تسقشع مان دنلب ھک نونجم
 تسقشع مامت تفرعم زا

 
 دوب شکراب قشع ھب هدنز ات

 دوب شوخ قشع میسن ھب لگ نوچ
 

 تسا بای لیحر شلگ ھک نونکا و
 تسا بلاگ وزا دنام ھک هرطق نآ

 
 یوبشوخ بلاگ نادب زین نم
 یوج نیرد دوخ بآ منک یم شوخ

 
The beginning of this passage shows how the narrator defines ʿishq 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 ʿishq similar to Aḥmad Ghazālī’s approach of providing the term with 

a cosmogonic backstory, although the looseness with which this reference is made may signal Ibn 

Sīnā’s philosophical approach instead of being wholeheartedly mystically inflected.73 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, Laylī and Majnūn: Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in Nezāmi's Epic Romance, 41. 
 72. Neẓāmī, 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 

(maʿarifa), a kind of knowledge that mystics claim supersedes other types of knowledge, while its 

sense of the eternality of ʿishq likewise gestures to the overarching Neoplatonic currents of the 

Persianate world at the time.74 Indeed, repeated associations of ʿishq with a world of forms—

signaled through references to the world of ʿishq (ʿālam-e ʿishq)—that lies beyond the temporal 

world affirm Neoplatonic undertones.75 Unlike how the prior Arabic material attributed to Majnun 

often uses ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī’s authorial voice, I suggest that the narrator be understood as a 

character internal to the text, further underscoring ʿishq’s thematization and its textual centrality.  

Though Layli and Majnun occasionally employs other terms for love, ʿishq 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 ʿishq 
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, Laylī and Majnūn, 
17-23. 
 74. For example, Shihāb al-Dīn Yahya Suhrawardī (d. 1191) received and further developed Ibn Sīnā’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 (ʿalām al-mithāl) see Fazlur Rahman, “Dream, Imagination and ʿAlam al-
Mithāl,” Islamic Studies 3, no. 2 (1964): 167-80. 
 75. Majnun himself is described as a captive (shahrband) in the world of ʿishq (ʿālam-i ʿishq), and the text also 
plays with Neoplatonic and/or Sufi dimensions by specifying that happiness in ʿishq is found sleep or in the imaginary 
(khayāl) as well as referencing a school of ʿishq (madhdhab-i ʿishq) that in modern scholarship is more often 
associated with Sufism. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 68, 169, and 198. 
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such as the one cited above. 76  I attempt to encapsulate the eternal, metaphysical aspect by 

characterizing ʿishq 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 ʿ ishq 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 (ʿishq) differs from that of their classmates (ʿilm):  

Friends were studying to acquire knowledge 
while they spoke kindly to one another. 
 
Friends were creating their speech from language 
while they wrote in another language. 
 
Friends were repeating what others had said 
while they spoke only about their own lives.  
 
Friends were reading from knowledge’s pages 
while they were exhaling a breath in ʿishq. 
 
Friends sat together in great numbers 
while they numbered only themselves.77 

 یناوخ ملع باسح ھب نارای
 ینابرھم ثیدح ھب ناشیا و

 
 دنتشرس تغل زا نخس نارای
 دنتشون رگد یتغل ناشیا

 
 دنتفگ لاقم تفص نارای
 دنتفگ لاح بسح ھمھ ناشیا

 
 دندناوخ ملع ز یقرو نارای
 دندنار قشع ھب یسفن ناشیا

 
 دندوب شیب رامش زا نارای
 دندوب شیوخ رامش ھب ناشیاو

 
Knowlege (ʿilm) 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. ʿIshq is used at the end of the lengthy introduction to Laylī o Majnūn, 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 ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī refers to Khosrow and Shirin as a “havas-nāma,” there is an entire introductory section dedicated to 
ʿishq. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 74, 265-266, 297 and Khosrow va Shīrīn, ed. by Behrouz Servatiyan (Tehran: 
Muʾassaseh-e Enteshārāt-e Amir Kabir, 2007). 
 77. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Servatiyan, 79 / 12 v. 77-81.  
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consist of recalling internal states (ḥāl) and inner feelings through body language. The text affirms 

ʿishq’s proximity to embodiment by clarifying that lovers primarily communicate through sighs. 

Notably, these repeatedly apposed lines never contrast ʿishq with rationality (ʿaql) 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 ʿishq through their bodies and who learn it by means 

other than the knowledge acquired through formal education (ʿilm), means which leave a lingering 

eroticism in place.  

 Layli and Majnun likewise describes ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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 
to clothe that unconcealed, naked ʿishq  
 
what profit can come from patience in ʿishq? 
the sun should not be overlaid with clay  
 
an eye tells secrets with a thousand glances  
how can the secret be hidden with a veil?  
 
And what’s to be done with a ringlet whose curls 
are a thousand chains besides being ensnared?78 

 دنشوکب ات بیکش دندرک
 دنشوپب ار ھنھرب قشع نآ و

 
 دوس دنک یک بیکش قشع رد
 دودنا دیاشن لگ ھب دیشروخ

 
 زامغ هزمغ رازھ ھب یمشچ
 زار دوب نوچ ھتفھن هدرپ رد

 
 ریجنز ھقلح رازھ ھب یفلز
 79ریبدت ھچ شندوب ھتفیش زج

 

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

  ریبدت ھچ ندش لد ھتفیش زج
 

“what’s to be done with a ringlet whose curls are a thousand chains besides be mad, enamored?” See Neẓāmī, Layli 
and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 36 / v. 905.  
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ʿIshq 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 

Ḥazm’s (d. 1064) Ring of the Dove (Ṭawq al-ḥamāma) that some scholars claim contributed to the 

rise of courtly love in Europe.80 Yet the final metaphor shifts from such pleasant, natural imagery 

as the narrator compares ʿishq 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.81 Appealing directly to mania (shīfteh), this passage likewise alludes to the medical 

understanding of ʿishq as illness and gives way to an idea of the raw power of ʿishq that 

overwhelms and ensnares, for better or worse.  

This raw power is often exemplified throughout the text by a personification of ʿishq as a 

subject itself in the repeated anaphora, “ʿishq came (ʿishq amād).” At times, this usage highlights 

the violence that ensues from ʿishq, such as a line from this same section on the lovers’ love being 

revealed that states, “ʿishq came and emptied out the dwelling place / taking up the indiscriminate 

sword.”82 Such sweeping slaughter foreshadows the lovers’ immediate and eventual demise. And 

 
 80. For a discussion of this claim, see Lois A. Giffen, “Ibn Ḥazm and the Ṭawq al-Ḥamāma,” 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. 

یلاخ درک ھناخ و دمآ قشع   
یلابالا غیت ھتشادرب  

— 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 80 / 13 v. 9. ʿIshq is also personified as the sāqī (cupbearer):  
— 

داد رد ماج ماخ و دمآ قشع  
داد رد ماخ یوخ ود ھب یماج  

— 
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yet, this sense of ʿishq’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 ʿishq came what is the place of advice”), or 

a line with a slightly altered construction that underscores Layla’s reliance upon ʿishq against 

patriarchal circumstances (“since ʿishq was mixed up in her soul’s essence / what fear was there 

of father or husband.”)83 Not a feeling, ʿishq’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 ʿishq is wholly external, the last line 

quoted in parentheses gestures to interiority, as ʿishq emanates from Layla’s soul or essence 

(gawhar). Instead of locating ʿ 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 ʿishq through 

suckling breastmilk:  

In his time under the rule of wet-nursing  
he was nourished in the milk of affection 
 
with each drop of milk they mixed on his lip 
they wrote a sign of devotion on him  

 یناگیاد مکح ھب شنارود
 ینابرھم ریش ھب درورپ

 
 دنتشرس شبل رد ھک ریش رھ
 دنتشون ورب افو ز یفرح

 
“ʿishq came and gave the raw wine of the glass / gave a glass to the two raw ones.” Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. 
Sarvatiyan, 78 / 12 v. 82. 
 83. 

تسدنمدوس رازھ ھچرا دنپ   
تسدنپ یاج ھچ دمآ قشع نوچ  

— 
رھوگ ھب دش ھتشرس قشع نوچ  
رھوش کاب ھچ ردپ میب ھچ  

— 
The latter citation moreover comes after Layla slaps Ibn Salam after her father marries her to him. See Neẓāmī, 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 
they filled his heart with loving kindness 
 
with each blue line they drew upon his face 
they blew the magic of the heart on him… 
 
ʿishq was watering him with both hands  
making the essence of ʿishq glow from him.84 

 
 دنداد شاذغ زا ھک ھیام رھ
 دنداھن ورد ییتسود لد

 
 دندیشک شخر رب ھک لین رھ
 دندیمد ورد یلد نوسفا

 
 داد یم بآ یتسد ود ھب شقشع
 داد یم بات قشع رھوگ وز

 
Not only does Majnun have multiple wet-nurses that supply him with the traits of devotion (vafā) 

and loving kindness (del dūstī-ī) that come to define his character, but also he is directly nourished 

by a personified ʿishq. Through milk kinship (raḍāʿ), Majnun gains the traits that destine him for 

exemplarity, transferred from both natural and supernatural actors.85 It is through such relations 

that whatever exists of ʿishq in Majnun’s self is cultivated, emanating from his own body as well.   

These factors of ʿishq’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 ʿishq in a series of epithets:  

Sultan of the throne of morning risers 
Commander of the army of weepers 
 
Concealed one of the path of kindliness 
Captive of the alley of fair play  
 
Instrument of the singers of Baghdad 
A buyer mid the merchants of love laments 
 
Drummer of the blast of an iron drum 

  نازیخ حبص ریرس ناطلس
 نازیر کشا هاپس لیخرس

 
 یزاونلد هار یراوتم
 یزابکاپ یوک یریجنز

 
 دادغب ناینغم نوناق
 دایرف نلاماعم عایب

 

 
 84. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 76-77 /12 v. 34-36 and 43. 
 85. Rachel Schine has discussed how milk kinship (raḍāʿ) 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-ʿUṣūr al-Wusṭā 27 (2019): 178-180. 
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Monk of the convent of lamentation  
 
Hidden magician and apparent dīv 
Hārūt of those that have mad desires 
 
Kay Khosrow without a crown or a throne 
Delighter of thousands who go without clothes 
 
Land-granter to a militia of ants 
Enthroned upon the back of asses 
 
Forward guard of the castles of temptations 
Guard keeper of the unguarded convent86 

 سوک نینھآ ریفن لابط
 سوسفا یایسیلک نابھر

 
 ادیپ وید ھتفھن یوداج
 ادیش ناسوھم توراھ

 
 تخت یب هلاک یب ورسخیک
 تخر یب رازھ دص نک شوخ لد

 
 ناروم هاپس هد عاطقا
 ناروگ تشپ نیشن گنروا

 
 ساوسو یاھ ھعلق ھجارد
 ساپ یب رید ساپ هدنراد

 
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 Hārūt who falls 

into temptation and teaches illicit magic, and the monk of a convent.87 Both of these senses, 

however, indicate that Majnun transfers something of the potency of ʿishq 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.88 Lacking the typical adornments of sovereignty such as a 

 
 86. Neẓāmī, 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 Qurʾān. Riffing on the motif of Moses’ staff transforming into a snake, 
Sūra al-Dhāriyāt (Q 51:39 and 52) quotes the accusation made by Pharaoh of Moses of being “a magician or a madman 
(sāḥirun aw majnūnun)” 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, “Hārūt wa 
Mārūt,” 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 Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī, 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 

ʿishq’s potency.  

These factors of ʿishq’s proximity to embodiment, its power, and its transferability lead me 

to my basic approach to ʿishq as a force that transforms bodies in Layli and Majnun. Rather than 

classifying Layli and Majnun’s approach to ʿishq 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 ʿishq, and often the play with multiple historical registers 

happens through dialogic encounter. Moments of encounter provide a dramatization of debate on 

ʿishq’s meaning, and the narrative itself offers an illustration of the corporeal effects of ʿishq 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 Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī’s Kitāb al-aghānī 
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003) 11-12.  
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favor of solidifying powerful kinship ties.89 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 lāms can be bent 
my hand like two yās can be twisted  
 
your name can thus be applied to me 
for it has two lāms and two yās, Layli.  
 
Your ʿishq should not be set aside from my heart 
and this secret is not to be revealed.  
 
With milk this secret came to my body 
only with my life will it be taken back.”90  

 تسریذپ مخ ملا ود وچ میاپ
 تسریگ جنکش ای ود وچ متسد

 
 دراد مان وچ ارم وت مان
 دراد ملا ود ای ود زین واک

 
 تسین ینداھن لد ز وت قشع
 تسین ینداشگ سک ھب زار نیو

 
 زار نیا دمآ رد نت ھب ریش اب
 زاب منت زا دیآرد ھب ناج اب

 
Like the Arabic characters lām ( ل ) and ye ( ي ) that comprise Layla’s name ( ىلیل  ), 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 ʿudhrī 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 ʿishq’s power through milk-

kinship—an Islamic practice that sanctions ties beyond blood relation—with various wet nurses. 

Once again, Majnun’s perspective on ʿishq 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. Neẓāmī, 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:  

When the enemy is the beloved 
what need could there be of any sword?  
 
With an enemy one can fight in blood 
with the beloved, how can there be fighting?  
 
From battles come wounds and lacerations 
but here all that comes is a calming scent– 
 
when the beloved sends the scent of life  
the lover in recompense sends the same back.  
 
She sends to me kohl made of my dust 
while I, pounding stones, what courage do I have?  
 
She gave honey to me by her promise 
It is not right to give vinegar back. 
 
That side has the hand of the beloved 
how can anyone go, passing it by?  
 
The inclination of my heart is there 
my heart is there because my life is there. 
 
Dying for the beloved is a duty 

 دشاب رای مصخ وچ ھک اتفگ
 دشاب راک ھچ ارم غیت اب

 
 درک ناوت نوخ دربن مصخ اب
 درک ناوت نوچ دربن رای اب

 
 دیآ تحارج اھ ھکرعم زا
 دیآ تحار یوب ھمھ اجنیا

 
 دتسرف ناج یوب وچ ھقوشعم
 دتسرف نامھ ضوع ھب قشاع

 
 مرابغ زا دتسرف ھمرس وا
 مراد هرھز ھچ ندز گنس نم

 
 منیبگنا هدعو ھب هداد وا
 منیبن اور مھد ھکرس نم

 
 دراد رای تسد بناج نآ
 دراذگ نوچ رای بناج سک

 
 تساجنآ منابرھم لد لیم
 تساجنآ مناج ھک ملد تساجنآ
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she is taking life and I am giving.91  ندرم رای شیپ ھب تسطرش 
 ندرپس نمز ندتس ناج وز

 
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.92 Majnun’s perspective underscores a certain absurdity built into 

 
 91. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 132 / 26 v. 53-62. 
 92. 

شیپ یروایب ارم تخد رگ   
شیوخ هدنب ھنیمک ھب یشخب  
 

مراد ساپسو موش یضار  
مراین نورب رس وت مکح زو  
 

  یزورفرب زیت شتآ رو
یزوس دوع وچ لثم ھب ار وا  
 

شھاچ ھب ینگفارد ھکناز رو  
...شھابت ینک یشک غیت ای  
 
دنزرف وید ھب مھدن اما  
دنبرد ھن ھب دنب ھب ھناوید  

--  
“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 (sharṭ) 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.”  
 
Neẓāmī, 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.93 Perhaps the 

most poignant moment of this occurs when Majnun’s father takes him to the Kaʿba to cure him of 

ʿishq, an episode that also prominently features bondage imagery in the Dīwan 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 Kaʿba might correct his son’s increasingly erratic 

behavior, and upon their reaching the Kaʿba he states:  

 
 93. Dick Davis has discussed the centrality of father-son relationships, typically gone wrong, in the Shāhnāma. 
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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 75-77 and 170-185. 
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He said, “Son, this is not a place of play 
make haste, this is a place of finding a cure 
 
Circle your hand around the Ka’ba’s knocker 
so that you may escape the circle of grief 
 
and say, “Oh god from this extreme behavior 
grant me the success of your salvation.  
 
be merciful and bring me protection 
from this ravishment, bring me to the path! 
 
See how I am afflicted by ʿishq  
oh God, from the blight of ʿishq make me free!”94  

 تسیزاب یاج ھن نیا رسپ یا تفگ
 تسیزاس هراچ یاج ھک باتشب

 
 تسد نک ھقلح ھبعک ھقلح رد
 تسر ناوت ودب مغ ھقلح زک

 
 یراک فازگ نیزا بر ای وگ
 یراگتسر ھب مھد قیفوت

 
 روآ مھانپ رد و نک تمحر
 روآ مھار ھب یگتفیش نیز

 
 مقشع یلاتبم ھک بایرد
 مقشع یلاب زا نک دازآ

 
Majnun’s father offers a perspective on ʿishq 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 ʿishq’s calamity. This request introduces the vocabulary of bondage to the 

episode through the door knocker (ḥalqe) of the Kaʿba 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 ʿishq. 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 ʿishq as a calamity, Majnun employs the vocabulary of bondage to 

describe the ways in which ʿishq nourishes him:  

 
 94. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 98 / 18 v. 18-22. 
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Majnun when he heard this speech about ʿishq 
at first cried and then he laughed about it.  
 
He jumped from his place like a coiled snake 
hitting the curls of the Kaʿba’s ringlet 
 
while grasping the ring of the Kaʿba’s door 
he said, “Today I am the door knocker 
 
I sell my soul in servitude of ʿishq 
may my ear never be without its ring!  
 
They say go, separate yourself from ʿishq 
this is not a familiar path to me 
 
I am nourished by ʿishq from which I gain strength 
if ʿishq were to die then I die as well.  
 
My temperament was nourished by ʿishq – 
may my fortune never be without it!95  
 
 
  

 دینشب قشع ثیدح نوچ نونجم
 دیدنخب سپ تسیرگب لوا

 
 تسج رب ھقلح رام وچ یاج زا
 تسد دز ھبعک فلز ھقلح رد

 
 رب رد ھقلح ھتفرگ تفگ یم
 رد رب ھقلح وچ منم زورماک

 
 مشورف ناج قشع ھقلح رد
 مشوگ دابم وا ھقلح یب

 
 ییادج نک قشع زا دنیوگ
 ییانشآ قیرط تسین نیا

 
 مریذپ یم قشع ز توق نم
 مریمب نم قشع دریم رگ

 
 متشرس دش قشع هدرورپ
 متشونرس دابم قشع یب

 
As in the Dīwan, Majnun appeals to the similarity between the intense bond of romantic lovers 

and between a worshipping servant (ʿabd) and the divine, yet here his character clearly articulates 

ʿishq 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 ʿishq to the Kaʿba itself in having its own 

need for circling (ḥalqe), which he amplifies through the image of an enslaved person’s earring 

(ḥalqe-ye gūsh).96 The Kaʿba 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 ʿishq 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 Kaʿba, and 

 
 95. Neẓāmī, 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). 



 

 
 

 

144 

Majnun’s rhetorical likening of ʿishq to the Kaʿba 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 ʿishq in a prayer. Requesting instead 

that the divine grant him ʿ ishq “at its extremes (be ghāyatī),” Majnun appeals to sacrifice on behalf 

of the beloved as the next logical step of showing his devotion and servitude:  

From my life whatever remains of it 
take all of it and add it to her life. 
 
If I have become a hair out of grief 
I don’t wish even one less hair on her head. 
 
May my respectful ear not be freed of 
her punishing earring in reproach  
 
may my cup never be without her wine 
may my repute not be without her coin  
 
may my soul be ransomed for her beauty 
if she drinks my blood may it be halal. 
 
Though from anguish I burn like a candle 
may my days never be without anguish  
 
may ʿishq remain in place just as it is  
then may it be a hundred times multiplied!”97  

 یاجرب تسھ ھچنآ نم رمع زا
 یازفارد وا رمع ھب و ناتسب

 
 مغ زا ییوم وچ ما هدش ھچ رگ
 مک شرس زا مھاوخن یوم کی

 
 یلامشوگ ھب وا ھقلح زا
 یلاخ دابم مبدا شوگ

 
 مماج دابم وا هداب یب
 ممان دابم وا ھکس یب

 
 شداب لامج یدف مناج
 شداب للاح مدروخ نوخ رگ

 
 مزوس عمش وچ شمغ ز ھچرگ
 مزور دابم وا مغ یب مھ

 
 داب دوخ یاج ھب نینچ ھک یقشع
   داب دص ھب یکی دوب ھکنادنچ

 
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. Neẓāmī, 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 

ʿishq, 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 ʿishq. 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 (islām), serves as the sanctified 

means through which Majnun overturns both the authority of his father and of curative approaches 

to ʿishq 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 Kaʿba 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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Majnun with his completely broken wings  
fell at the old woman’s foot for awhile 
 
“This cord of rope on his neck and those chains 
take from this friend and put them onto me 
 
for we are the disturbed and bizarre 
he is not deserving of shackles, we are 
 
make me into one who is disgraced  
here and everywhere that you wish to pull.  
 
Whatever you scrounge up in this way  
is for your taking without me as partner.”98  

 یلاب ھتسکش رس ز نونجم
 یلاح داتفوا نز یاپ رد

 
 ریجنز و بانط ھلسلس نیاک
 ریگرب قیفر نیزا ھن نم رب

 
 مییام دنمتسم و ھتفشآک
 مییام دنب یازس تسین وا

 
 یھایسور ھب منادرگ یم
 یھاوخ ھک اجک رھ ھب و اجنیا

 
 یراکش نینچ زا دیآ مھ ھب نآ چرھ
  رادرب تسارت نم تکرش یب

 
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.99 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. Neẓāmī, 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. 



 

 
 

 

147 

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 
and while falling on rocks, he was dancing.100   

 یراکش نینچ نیا نز دید نوچ
 یرامش نینچ نیا ھب داش دش

 
 تسد نامز رد تشادب رای نآز
 تسب ورد ھمھ نسر و دنب نآ

 
 اروا ندرک دنب ھب تخاونب
  اروا ندرگ ھب نسر درب یم

 
 شدناھر یم دنب ز و تسب یم
 شدناود یم ھلح ھب ھلح زو

 
 دید نا مدرم دیسر ھک اج رھ
 دیدنخب یکی یکی تسیرگب

 
 لفاغ دوب ھک یسک دیدنخ
 لقاع دوب ھک یسک تسیرگب

 
 ندروخ مخز ھب اضر هداد وا

 ندرگ ھب لغ و یاپ ھب ریجنز
 

 یدیسر یا ھمیخ رد رب نوچ
 یدیشک رب دورس ھناتسم

 
 یدروخ گنس و یتفگ یلیل
 یدرک صقر گنس ندروخ رد

 
The old woman sees Majnun as prey, yet the narrator indicates Majnun’s own satisfaction in being 

shackled—the old woman “caressed” (navākht) 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. Neẓāmī, 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.101 Majnun temporarily alters societal pressures to “grow up” and be 

otherwise, and experiences pleasure and temporary contentment (riẓā) 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 (ʿāqil). 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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I bear the orders, you command them  
discipline me, however you see fit 
 
Do not recall me with troops, swords, and arrows 
see, before you I am like a prisoner… 
 
In life you did not send me well wishes 
or lay a hand upon my head in comfort 
 
so in my martyrdom my hope is for this – 
you lay a hand on me for whatever reason. 
 
If you bring a sharp sword down on my head  
you make me a sacrifice by this exit. 
 
I will make myself like Ishmael 
if I cause trouble, I will be an Ismaʿīlī 
 
Since the candle of my heart is aglow 
if you behead me there is no sorrow 
 
a candle burns its head in utmost pain 
it is calmed when its head is cut off.102 
  

 ینار مکح وت و شک مکح نم
 یناد کنانچ منک بیدأت

 
 مریت و غیت و فاصم ھب رگنم
  مریسا نوچ ھک نیب وت شیپ رد

 
 یرآن دورد میگدنز رد
 یرآن دورف مرس ھب یتسد

 
 تسھ نآ دیما میگتشک رد
 تسد مرس رب ھناھب ھب یرآک

 
 رس نیرب ینک ناور غیت رگ
 رد نیدب ینک مدوخ نابرق

 
 مجنسب دوخ ز یلیعامسا
 مجنرب رگا میلیعامسا

 
 تسکانغورف ملد عمش نوچ
 تسکاب ھچ مرس یرب زاب رگ

 
  ندیشک رس درد رس زا عمش
 ندیرب رس تقو دیاسآ

 
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.103 Sacrifice gives 

 
 102. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 154-155 / v. 40-42 and 51-56. 
 103. As noted in the introduction, in the Qurʾān (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 Ismaʿili (Ishmael) both emphasizes 
this understanding of the sacrificial event as normative, and portrays the sect of  Shia Islam known as Ismaʿilis as non-
normative, as noted by Behrouz Sarvatiyan. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 415. 
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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:  

He spoke, then darted forth like an arrow 
becoming insane, he ripped off the chains⁠ 
 
He gloried in the swelling of his grief 
an abounding wave he went to the mountains. 
 
He came to the Najd and he was wailing 
casting upon himself an arrow.  
 
His people when they heard the news of him 
went out and then saw the unseeable. 
 
Both mother and father in seeing thus  
felt hopeless and despaired for him at once. 
 
He would not become calm with anyone, 
so they bid farewell to their cowering son.  
 
He, in both broken and blooming places, 
only remembered Layla’s sign and name.  
 
When anyone spoke to him other things 
he hit himself, fled, or he was fainting.104   

 ریت نوچ تسج یاجز و تفک نیا
 ریجنز دیرب و دش ھناوید

 
  تفرگب هوکش مغ ھھوک زا

 تفرگب هوک تفرگ ھھوک نوچ
 

 دز یم ریفن و دش دجن رب
 دز یم ریت ھچناپط ز دوخ رب

 
 دندینش ربخ وزا ھک ناشیوخ
 دندیدب یندیدن و دنتفر

 
 راک نآ رد ردپ مھ و ردام مھ
 رابکی ھب وزا دندش دیمون

 
 هدیمرآ دش یمن وچ سک اب
 هدیمر نآ کرت ھب دنتفگ

 
 دابآ و بارخ رد هدش ار وا

 دای زا یلیل ناشنو مان زج
 

 تفگ ودب نخس نیا زج ھک سک رھ
 تفخ ای تخیرگ ای دز نت ای

 
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. Neẓāmī, 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 (nadīdanī) 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 ʿishq than his 

own. This group’s perspective—like 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 

ʿishq and foregrounds a novel approach to ʿishq’s power to lead to corporeal transformation by 

juxtaposing philosophically inclined meanings with erotic and worldly undertones. The textual 

focus on ʿishq’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, ʿishq 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 (waḥsh) 

and as a loosened rope (rasan-e gosasteh). Outside society, Majnun breaks with bondage 

vocabulary as the primary way of describing ʿishq, and instead begins to redefine ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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.1 Having recently 

lost his father and received news of Layla’s marriage, Majnun finds a home in his own being wild 

(waḥsh) like the beasts who live there:  

He said this and passed along that path,  
like Rābiʿa he set out wandering. 
 
He was singing a nasīb like lovers,  
he was searching for a cure from a doctor. 
 
He became a wild one—having broken the bonds 
he was freed from the customs of humankind. 
 
He became accustomed, like the wild beasts, 
to the roots of green plants and the desert. 
 
Neither a tame animal nor a beast   
with both the tame and wild he was at peace.2  

 هاگرذگ نا زا تشذگ و تفگ نیا
 هاریب و هار تفر ھعبار نوچ

 
 یبیسن ناقشاع وچ دناوخ یم
 یبیبط زا یجلاع تسج یم

 
 ھتسسگ نسر و هدش یشحو
 ھتسر قلخ یوخ ھلمج زا

 
 ارحص ھب نایشحو وچ هدرک وخ
 ارضخ یاھتابن خیب اب

 
 ماد تقلخ ھن و دد یوخ ھن
  مارآ کیلو شدد و ماد اب

 
From this point onwards, Majnun exists in a liminal state of between being wild (waḥsh) like the 

beasts and an ambiguously gendered human, signaled in this passage by a series of references to 

the famous female mystic Rabiʿā and to an archetypal pre-Islamic poet who sings the prelude 

 
 1. 

یزورف لد رھب ز درب یم   
یزور ھب یبش یبش ھب یزور  

— 
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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 186 / 40 
v. 71. 
 2. Neẓāmī, ed. Sarvatiyan, Layli and Majnun, 188 / 40 v. 13-17.  
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(nasīb) of a poem on lost love.3 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq as well as resonates with posthumanist approaches to 

animals.4 Scholars such as Susan McHugh and Jeffrey Jerome Cohen have thought alongside 

 
 3. Rābiʿa (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 ʿ Aṭṭār (d. 1230) in the Tazkirat al-ʿAwliya (Memorial of the Saints). See Michael Sells and Paul Losensky, “Rabiʿa: 
Her Words and Life in ʿAttar’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 qaṣīdah (ode) to a sonata, where “in its own return to the tonic 
key, the structure of the nasīb 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.5 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 ʿ 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.6 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.7 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 Neẓāmi 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, Laylī 
and Majnūn, 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 Shahnāma) 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 ʿishq I have explored in the previous chapters, I suggest that 

Neẓāmī’s text is wrestling not only with philosophical and mystical resonances of ʿ 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 ʿishq, a narratorial 

voice persistently intervenes throughout the last half of the text in homilies and tales (ḥikāyāt) 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.8 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 ʿishq that gives way to 

solitary ascetic praxis, insisting that unity in ʿishq 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-Muqaffa’s (d. 759) Kalīla 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 Kalīla 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 ʿishq 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 Rabiʿā, yet Majnun’s vocabulary 

around oneness and unity suggests some intertextual reference with ontological understandings of 

ʿishq circulating in the Persianate world at the time.9 As Majnun becomes increasingly mad, his 

character further articulates how an ontological approach to ʿishq gives rise to liberatory potential 

even as it requires an ascetic withdrawal from sexuality, which was not a dominant strain in later 

Sufi praxis.10 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 ʿishq, 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 (ṭarīqat) 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 Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 728) and Rabiʿā in Basra, as well as with Ibn Karrām’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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He saw what his eyes did not want to see 
When the father saw his son his heart leapt– 
 
a wandering soul without a human 
a bone being dragged about in its skin 
 
an outcast from the world of existence 
withdrawn to the way of idol worship 
 
a piece of wood bound up by the puppeteer11 
a hair escaped from the mouth of death. 
 
More straying than dogs are on the earth’s face, 
more hidden than those underneath the ground. 
 
The pot of his body had stopped boiling  
fallen, his consciousness went from his head. 
 
He looked like a snake coiled up on the ground 
bareheaded, from cap and turban unbound. 
 
A leather strap made from beasts’ fat was cuffed 
covering his navel like a loincloth.12 
 
 

 تساوخ یم هدید کنانچ ھن شدید
 تساخرب یاج ز شلد دید نآک

 
 یناج دید هدنور صخش یب
 یناوختسا هدیشک تسوپ رد

 
 یتسھ ناھج زا یا هراوآ
 یتسرپ تب هار یراوتم
 
 ھتسب زاب لایخ ھب یبوچ
 ھتسر گرم ناھد ز ییوم

 
 رتناود گس ز نیمز یور رب
 رتناھن ناینیمزریز زو

 
 ھتفر شوج ز شدسج گید
 ھتفر شوھ زغم ز هداتفا

 
 چیپ رب چیپ رام هدننام
 چیپرس و هلاک زا رس هدیچیپ

 
 یراوتسد ھب نادد مرچ زا
 یرازا نوچ هدیشک فان رب

 
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 ʿishq 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:  
 

ھتسب زاب لایخب يیوخ  
 
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 (khayyāl) more apparent. Neither Babayif nor 
Sarvatiyan lists this as options. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 92 / v. 2321 and Neẓāmī, Layli and 
Majnun, ed. Babayif, 288 / v. 22. 
 12. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 171 / 36 v. 20-27. 



 

 159 

writhing snake on the ground and this passage overall signals the physical ways in which Majnun’s 

body has been altered by ʿishq. 

 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 

ʿishq. 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?”13 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, 

dīv, or ghūl, which shows how Majnun’s father views animality negatively in describing his son’s 

 
 13. 

زاب ار هدید داشگ وچ نونجم   
زاسمد دید شیوخ رب یصخش  

 
درک یم هراظن ردپ یور رد  
درک یم هرانک وزو تخانشن  
 
شومارف دنک ار دوخ واک نآ  
شوگ دنک اجک نارگد دای  
 

یھاوخ ھچ نم ز یسک ھچ اتفگ  
یھار ھچ زا وت یھر نم یا  

– 
 
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.  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 171 / 36 v. 30-33. 
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loss of rationality.14 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 (bī khalafī).15 Majnun, however, does not understand 

this concern as his character eventually declares that ʿishq has taken his memory:  

 
 14.   

 تسین نطو ارت و نطو ار گس
تسین نخس نیرد ییمدآ وت  
 

شاب یمدآ وچ ییمدآ رگ  
شاب یمز رد وید وچ وید رگ  
 

 درک یمز رد چنپس ھک یلوغ
درک یمدآ فلکت ھب ار دوخ  

 
یفیرش نیدب ییمدآ ھن  
یفیرح ینک ارچ لوغ اب  

– 
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 dīv, be like a dīv dead. 
 
A ghūl 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 ghūl?  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 174 / 36 v. 76-79. 
 15. 

روھشم راو ھفیلخ دنچ رھ   
رون یب عمش وچ یفلخ یب زا  
 

دنزرف ھب فدص زا رتجاتحم  
دنموزرآ ھناد ھب ھشوخ نوچ  

– 
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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In my mind that is worked over by ʿishq  
all of the world is not worth a seed. 
 
Is not my fortune so gone with the wind 
that nothing but forgetfulness remains? 
 
Every memory that was went with the wind 
nothing remains in memory except forgetfulness. 
 
Today even what I ate yesterday 
is itself a forgotten discourse. 
 
If you ask of what I do with my time 
saying, “What do you do?” I do not know. 
 
I know you are my father, I your servant  
but I am not aware, what is your name?  
 
Not only did father go from my memory 
memory itself went from my nature.  
 
It’s my error that I know not my name  
beloved, lover, which one am I?  
 
Since the lightning bolt of my heart was lit aglow 
the warmth of my heart burned up my existence.16  
 

 دزرو قشع ھک نم رطاخ رد
 دزرین یا ھبح ھمھ ملاع

 
 تس هداد داب ھب نانچ ھن متخب
 تسدای میا هدینش چیھ زک

 
 داب رب تفر دوب ھک دای رھ
 دای رب دنامن یشومرف زج

 
 شود یا هدروخ ھچ رگم زورما
 شومارف دوب ینخس دوخ نآک

 
 منامز نیرد دور ھچنآز رگ
 منادن ینک یم ھچ ھک یسرپ

 
  تملاغ نم وت یردپ مناد
 تمان تسیچ ھک مین هاگآو

 
 تفر نم دای ز ردپ ھن اھنت

 تفر نم داھن زا نم دای دوخ
 

 ممان ھچ نم ھک مطلغ دوخ رد
 ممادک مقشاع مقوشعم

 
 تخورفا یمرگ ز ملد قرب نوچ
 تخوس نم دوجو نم یمرگلد

 

 
Majnun here appeals to how ʿishq 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 ʿishq’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 

 
Neẓāmī, 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 177 / 37 v. 13-21. 



 

 162 

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 Ghazālī interpret ontological unity to be the ultimate end of love poetics.17 

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 khūd ghalaṭam ke man 

che nāmam / maʿshūqam ʿ āsheqam kodāmam—even as difference is undone. This recalls the early 

mystic Ḥallāj’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 ʿishq that I explored in the last 

chapter. The text further plays with ontological vocabulary in the last line as Majnun declares that 

his existence (wujūd), not only his memory, has been taken. Although his character continues to 

emphasize bondage at times, this emphasis on loss of selfhood marks a deepened stage of his 

madness.   

 
 17. Consider, for example, Ghazālī’s commentary on Ḥallāj’s poetry: 

 انَأ یوھَأ نمَوَ یوھَأ نمَ انَأ
 انَدَب انلَلحَ نِاحور نُحَن
  
 ُھَترصَبَأ ينَترصَبَأ اذِإَف
 انَترصَبَأُ ھَترصَبَأ اذِإوَ
لوا تسا هداھن یود رد یکی زا مدق اندب انللح ناحور نحن ھک عارصم مود رد داتفا رود نکیلو دوب ینعم نیدب مھ تراشا  
تسرتبیرق عارصم  

– 
“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 
(ḥulul) 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. Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, 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 ʿishq. 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:  

I am each night fallen upon the rocks 
my day short and daily portions little  
  
out of my hunger since I am chafing 
a bit of gum from trees I am scraping. 
  
Just this is my nourishment or a plant 
and it is not a weeks’ worth but a months’ 
  
I have cut the habit of feeding  
I am emptied from a need of nourishment. 
  
Bread does not fit down my throat  
and if I swallow it hurts.  
  
Because in this way I am so thin  
I have no need to eat food. 
  
I do not let my hand touch nourishments 
though I withhold, there are others who eat. 
  
The food that the stag or the lion eats, 
they munch and they chew and I become full.18 

 گنس رب هداتف بش ھمھ متسھ
 گنت میزور و گنت هدش مزور

  
 مشارخ یم وچ یگنسرگ زا

 مشارت یم تخرد ز یغمص
  

 یھایگ ای ماذغ تسنیا
 یھام ھب یا ھتفھ ھب ھن مھنآ و

  
 اھشروخ زا مدیرب زاب وخ
 اھشرورپ ز ما هدش غراف

  
 دجنگن نان  مولگ یان رد
 دجنرب مرب ورف ھکناز رگ

  
 یرازن نیدب منم ھک ناسنیز
 یراوخ ماعط زا مینغتسم

  
 تسد شروخ زا مراذگن اما
 تسھ ناگدنروخ مروخن نم رگ

  
 ریش ای نزوگ دروخ ھک یدروخ
 ریس موش نم و دنیاخ ناشیا

  
Majnun here appeals to the vocabulary of feeding and nurturing only to assert that he no longer 

has a need (mustaghnī) 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. Neẓāmī, 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.19 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 selfhood 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 ʿishq, 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 

ʿishq itself: 20 

 
 19. Nourishment is likewise a key theme in Ghāzālī’s approach to ʿishq:  
— 

نسح زا قوشعم ات دیاب رد یقشاع ار لامج یور نیزا مرج لا .قشاع قشع ھنیآ رد لاا تفای دناوتن رد ار دوخ نسح لامک  
تسرارسا رایسب حاتفم و تسمیظع یرس نیا و دروخ دناوت توق قشاع بلط و قشع ھنیآ رد دوخ   
مرج لا .دوخ لامج و نسح زا دروخیم توق وا ھطساوب قوشعم ھک تسارتکیدزن قوشعم زا قوشعم نسحب قشاع دوخ سپ  
درب تریغ وا هدید  زا ورب ھک تسنیا یارب و تسا رتدوخ شدوخ یدوخ زا ار قوشعم قشاع  

– 
“The beloved cannot know the perfection of his beauty except for in the mirror of the lover’s (ʿāshiq) ʿishq. Certainly, 
in this way a lover knows divine beauty (jamāl), and the beloved, from its own beauty in the mirror of ʿishq 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 Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, 29. 
 20. The letter opens with harsh contrasts between self and other, as well as usage of bondage vocabulary such 
as:  

راب مشک یگدنب هر رد نم   
رادھگن یگجاوخ ھیاپ وت   

– 
“I carry a load in the path of servitude 
You keep the pillar of nobility.”  
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I am more distraught than that which you have seen 
madder than what you have heard 
 
my selfhood with you has disappeared  
this path to selflessness can be taken.  
 
An ʿishq that does not work the heart this much 
is not worth a grain in ʿishq’s religion ...   
 
All of this which I have said is a tall tale 
it is an excuse for speech with you.  
 
If not, and I am not amongst those who speak  
I am jealous of my own seeing you. 
 
I have placed a chain on the fount of coveting you  
and I am content with tales of you.  
 
If I sit with you for a thousand nights 
from envy of you I do not see you.  
 
Since ʿishq for you is steadfast in me,  
what use do I have for your face?  
 
It is idolatry for me to be partnered with you 
either my own ʿishq is my companion or you.  
 
Since ʿishq of you shows its face 
it’s fine for your face to be absent. 
 
May ʿishq of you be my secret guardian 
may your wound be comfort to my liver.21 

 یدید ھچنآ زا مرت هدیروش
 یدینش یم ھکنآ زا رتنونجم

 
 تفر نایم زا وچ میدوخ وت اب
 تفر ناوت یدوخیب ھب هار نیا

 
 دزرون نینچ نیا لد ھک یقشع
 ...دزرین وج قشع بھذم رد

 
 تس ھناسف ما ھتفگ ھک ھلمج نیا
 تس ھناھب ارم نخس وت اب

 
 مرود باسح نیزا نم ھن رگ
 مرویغ دوخ ز ارت رادید

 
 دنب ما هداھن عمط یاپ رب
 دنسرخ وت تیاکح ھب وت زا

 
 منیشن بش رازھ وت اب رگ
 منیبن مھ وت رد وت کشر زا

 
  تسراوتسا نمرد وت قشع نوچ
 تسراک ھچ ارم وت تروص اب

 
 وت اب کیرش ارم تسا کرش
 وت ای فیرح ارم قشع ای

 
 دیامن یم یور وت قشع نوچ
 دیاش تسبیاغ وت یور رگ

 
 داب نم زار بیقر وت قشع
 داب نم زاون رگج وت مخز

 
This passage opens with an indication of Majnun’s metamorphosis as he declares to be more 

distraught (shurīdeh-tar) and madder (majnūn-tar), and emphasizes that all of what he has said up 

to this point is a tall tale (afsāneh). Through words to Layla, Majnun transforms his desires as a 

jealous lover into something else—contentment with tales (ḥikāyat) and ʿishq itself—which 

 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 209-210 / 45 v. 27. 
 21. Neẓāmī, 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.22 Unlike the erotic connotation of ʿishq that 

is temporary, Majnun declares that ʿishq is steadfast (ostovār) in him and doubles down on 

religious vocabulary by insinuating that physical ʿishq is idolatry (shirk) in light of the one, true 

ʿishq. Moreover, this passage shows how Majnun’s perspective resembles mystical understandings 

of ʿishq in the early medieval Persianate world as he declares himself a part of ʿishq’s religion 

(mazhab-e ʿishq), which was a term that resonates with Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī’s usage and with a 

mystically inclined approach that was taking off in Persian poetics.23 

 
 22. Ghazālī likewise affirms that physical love is inferior: 
— 

 
بجح نورد زا زین وا دنفافش اھدرپ رگا تسا هداھن راب اجنآ مکبرب تسلا غاد ار حاورا لزا رد ھک تسناج ناویا قشع هاگراب  
دباتب  
 

نورد زا ثیدح نیا قشع ھک تسگرزب یرس اجنیا و  
مامت رگا و …تسا فاغش ات وا تیاھن . تفر دناوت اجک ات ھک تسادیپ اما دور نورد رد نوریب زا قلخ قشع و دیآ نوریب   

یناما و تاوھش و قلخ و ایند لاجم دیآ قشع هار رد سفن ات ثیدح نیرد دیابب یرمع اما دیآ راک رد زین سفن دزیخ رب بجح  
دسرن زگرھ دوخ و دسر لدب ھک دوب ردان تسا لد ینوریب یاھدرپ رد  

– 
 
“The court of ʿishq 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 ʿishq comes from inside to outside, while ʿishq 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 (shagāf)… If 
all of the veils are drawn, the carnal soul (nafs) also comes to ʿishq’s work, but it takes a lifetime before the carnal 
soul comes to the path of ʿishq. The powers of the world, creation, lust, desires are in the outermost drapes of the 
heart; it is rare that it (ʿishq of creation) reaches the heart, and it itself never can.” Ghazālī here references two different 
Qurʾanic 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 ʿishq (Q 7:172).⁠ The 
second references the Qur’ānic story of Zulaykha whose passionate love for the prophet Yusuf goes into the outer 
membrane (shagāf) 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 Ghazālī, Savāniḥ, 34. 
 23. Omid Safi has discussed key tenets and thinkers who fall broadly within the mazhab-e ʿishq, including 
Aḥmad Ghazālī, Rūmī, and ʿAṭṭār. 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. 
Neẓāmī’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.24 Majnun refuses, 

claiming to be incapable of such a form of socialization due to the fact that ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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. 

 متسم ھک یرب نامگ ھچ اتفگ
 متسرپ اوھ یا ھتفیش ای

 
 تللاج زا مقشع ھشنھاش
 تلاجخ دوخ سفن ز هدرب ان

 
 یکاخ یاھرذع توھش زا

 
 24. Having come from Baghdad, Salam declares to Majnun:  
 

تیاپ سوبکاخ و نم سپ نیز  
تیار و مکح ز مشکن ندرگ  
 

مراین رب وت سفن یب رد  
مرامش سفن وت تمدخ رد  
 

داینب وت ینکفا ھک رعش رھ  
دای ناج نایم زا شنم مریگ  

– 
“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.”  
 
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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. 
Sarvatiyan, 237 / 51 v. 29-31. 
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Escaped from the comfort of the lower soul 
the market of my lust is broken. 
 
ʿIshq is the sum of my own existence 
ʿishq is the fire and I am like wood aloes.  
 
ʿIshq came and claimed the house for itself 
 I moved my goods out of there.  
 
Who can account for my existence? 
I am not, what is, is the beloved.  
 
My ʿishq only becomes less in this grief 
if the stars become less in the heavens.  
 
ʿIshq can only be effaced from my heart 
if the sand grains of the earth can be counted.25  
 
 

 یکاپ لسغ ھب هدش موصعم
 

 ھتسر زاب سفن شیاسآز
 ھتسکش دوخ یاوھ رازاب
 
  مدوجو ھصلاخ تسا قشع
  مدوع وچ نمو تشگ شتآ قشع

 
 ھناخ درک صاخو دمآ قشع
 ھنایم زا مدیشک تخر نم

 
 تسرامش ار ھک نم یتسھ اب
 تسرای تسھ ھچنآ متسین نم

 
 مغ نیرد نم قشع ددرگ مک
 مک دوش نامسآ زا مجنآ رگ

 
 ندرتس ناوت نم لد زا قشع
  ندرمش ناوت نیمز گیر رگ

 
Unlike earthly lust (shahwat), ʿishq for Majnun is now the entirety of his existence (wujūd), 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq’s severity, which the text continuously reinforces by stating 

that, for example, Majnun’s blood was entering his brain.26 From Majnun’s perspective, however, 

 
 25. Neẓāmī, 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:  
 

ارحص هار تفرگ و تفگ نیا  
ادوس غامد رد و لد رد نوخ  

– 
“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 ʿishq have empowered him as he declares to be “the king of kings of ʿishq.” 

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 ʿishq 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:  

In sleep his fate appeared as though  
its tree sprouted from the earth near him. 
 
A bird flew from one of its branches 
and went towards him boldly.  
 
It cast a gem from its mouth onto him  
and set it upon the top of his crown.  
 
When he opened his eyes from sleep 
morning had come from the heaven’s horizon.  
 
Like morning with the freshness of its face,  
he enjoyed the gaiety of seeking kindness.  
 
Because of that dream his temperament was uplifted 
because of that bird like a bird he took flight— 
 
in ʿishq since union is difficult to find  
happiness is in dreams and imagination.27 

 شتخب دومن نانچ باوخ رد
 شتخرد دش جوا رب کاخ زک

 
 خاش رس زا یدیرپب یغرم
 خاتسگ عبط ھب وا یوس یتفر

 
 یدناشف ورف نھد ز رھوگ
 یدناشن وا جات کرات رب

 
 دمآرد نوچ باوخ ز هدننیب

 دمآ رب کلف قفا زا حبص
 

 ییور هزات یور ز حبص نوچ
 ییوجرھم طاشن درک یم

 
 ھتفرگ رب جازم باوخ ناز
 ھتفرگ رپ غرم وچ غرم ناز

 
 تسبای گنت لصو ھک قشع رد
 تسباوخ ھب ای لایخ ھب یداش

 
This bird that crowns Majnun provides him (and the morning) with a good temperament (mizāj, a 

word that references restoration of health) and the textual commentary at the end endorses a kind 

of ʿ ishq that is imaginary (khayāl). 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 (ṣafrā) 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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. 
Sarvatiyan, 235 / 50 v. 96 and Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 134 / 50 v. 3410. 
 27. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 198 / 42 v. 94-100.  
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perspective is based on an imaginary tale (afsāneh). 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. 

II. King of the animals 
  
 As with some of the Arabic material that I analyzed in chapter one, Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’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:  

One day, among the abandoned places of that plain,  
he passed by the land of the beloved  
 
he saw recorded from a loyal pen  
the names, “Layla Majnun,” together written.  
 
He scraped away on that page  
his name remained, the friend’s name he scratched off.  
 
Those who were watching said, “What is the thought,  
that from these two but one remains in place?”  
 
He said, “It is better if one line falls away  
From our two signs, one is sufficient,  
 
for when someone digs into a lover,  
from within him exudes the beloved.”  
 
They said, “Why is it that in doing this, 
you remain a sign and she became less?”  
 
He said, “For me, it is not good 

 تشد نآ هاگھدیرط ز یزور
 تشذگب رای راید کاخ رب

 
 ھتشرس افو ملق زا دید
 ھتشون مھ ھب نونجم یلیل

 
 دیشارخ قرو نآ و دز نخان

 دیشارت ار قیفر و دنام دوخ
 

 تسیار ھچ ناگراظن دنتفگ
 تسیاج ھب یکی مقر ود رھ زک

 
 دتفا سپ را ھب یمقر اتفگ
 دتفا سب یکی ناشن ود ام زک

 
 دواکب یسک ار قشاع نوچ
 دوارت نورب وزا ھقوشعم

 
 ھنایم رد تسارچ دنتفگ
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that this lovelorn be the core, she the skin.  
 
It is better for me to be the veil of the friend,  
or for me to be the skin on the core.”28   

 ھناشن رب وت و هدش مک وا
 

 تسوکین ھن نم شیپ ھب ھک اتفگ
 تسوپ وا دشاب زغم هدشلد نیک

 
 مشاب تسود باقن ھک ھب نم
  مشاب تسوپ زغم رس رب ای

 
Majnun’s response to these anonymous people’s questioning of his action backs up a perspective 

on ʿ 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.29 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. Neẓāmī, 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-Insān’: Sufism, Islamic Law, and 
Gender,” in Journal of the American Academy of Religion Vol. 77, No. 4 (2009): 789. 
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He said this and passed along that path,  
like Rābiʿa he set out wandering. 
 
He was singing a nasīb like lovers,  
he was searching for a cure from a doctor. 
 
He became a wild one—having broken the bonds 
he was freed from the customs of humankind. 
 
He became accustomed, like the wild beasts, 
to the roots of green plants and the desert. 
 
Neither a tame animal nor a beast   
with both the tame and wild he was at peace.30   

 هاگرذگ نا زا تشذگ و تفگ نیا
 هاریب و هار تفر ھعبار نوچ

 
 یبیسن ناقشاع وچ دناوخ یم
 یبیبط زا یجلاع تسج یم

 
 ھتسسگ نسر و هدش یشحو
 ھتسر قلخ یوخ ھلمج زا

 
 ارحص ھب نایشحو وچ هدرک وخ
 ارضخ یاھتابن خیب اب

 
 ماد تقلخ ھن و دد یوخ ھن
  مارآ کیلو شدد و ماد اب

 
Like a beast himself (waḥshī), Majnun wanders about an imagined desert, both singing a nasīb, 

the standard amatory prelude of pre-Islamic odes, and acting like the famous female mystic Rābiʿa 

(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 (dām, 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. Neẓāmī, 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.31  

 هابور و گرگ و نزوگ و ریش زا
 هار رد هدیشک یھاگرکشل

 
 نامرف هدنب ھتشگ ھمھ ناشیا
 نامیلس نوچ هاش ھمھ رب وا

 
 شناب ھیاس باقع رپ زا
 شناوختسا سکرک ھیاس رد

 
 هدیسر یتیاغ ھب شیھاش
 هدیرب یدد نادد یوخ زک

 
 روز ار گرگ شیم ز هداتفا
 روگ زا ھجنپ ریش ھتشادرب

 
 هدرک حلص شوگرخ اب گس
 هدروخ ریش ریش هرب وھآ

 
 ھتفرگ فک ھب ناج و دش یم وا
 ھتفرگ فص شیپ و سپ ناشیا

 
 یتفخب وا ھک یھگباوخ رد
 یتفرب نیمز مد ھب هابور

 
 یدیود یزمغم ھب وھآ
 یدیشک رد رانک ھب شیاپ

 
 یداد ھیکت روگ ندرگ رب
 یداھن رس نزوگ نار رب

 
 ریش وا نیرس رب هدز وناز
 ریشمش هدیشک نارادناج نوچ

 
 یراد قاتی تھج زا گرگ
 یراپس ناج ھب کزی ھب ھتفر
 
 هداز شحو گنلپ هدنرد
 هداتفوا یگنلپ وچ شریز

 
 یامیپ تشد نایگوای نیز
 یاپ رب هدیشک فص ھس ود شدرگ

 
 ھتسب حانج ناکلم نوچ وا
  ھتسشن نایم ھگبلق رد

 

 
 31. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 188/ 40 v. 20-34. 
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Playing with the vocabulary of sovereignty, this passage references the Qurʾānic 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 Qurʾanic account in Q 27:15-44 of peacefulness between species in 

Solomon’s kingdom. Rachel Schine has discussed how interspecies milk kinship (raḍāʿ) appears 

in many Arabic popular epics as a way of indicating how a hero absorbs specific animals’ 

qualities.32 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 (jāndārān). 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 

Ferdowsī’s Shahnāma.33 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 (dīv).34 Unlike Majnun, Kayumars 

retains contact with his people who learn from him the ability to prepare food and clothing.35 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, Majnūn’s animal 

kingdom appears as an uncanny reality wherein Majnūn lives with “bloodthirsty beasts” as a lesser 

substitute to human sociality.36 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 Shahnāma 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. 

ریش و درک نمجنا گنلپ و یرپ   
ریلد ربب و گرگ ناگدنرد ز  
 

یرپ و غرم و مادو دد یھاپس  
یروادنک و ریگ اب رادھپس  

— 
“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-Motlaq, 
Shahnāma (New York: State University of New York Press, 1987), 24 and Davis, Shahnameh: The Persian Book of 
Kings, 3. 
 35. Davis, 1. 
 36. 

راوخنوخ ناگدنرد میب زا   
راک سک تشادن وا تبحص اب  

— 
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:  

From among all of the agile gazelles 
there was one wondrously alluring  
 
playful and agile and making merry 
polished rump and a neck that was lofty.  
 
When Majnun looked upon these gazelles  
he looked upon her more thoroughly  
 
he regularly called her before him  
each hour rubbing a hand on her dear head 
 
he kissed her eye every day  
the eye where he saw the beloved’s trace.37   

 38کلااچ ناوھآ ھلمج ناز
 کانبغش بجع یکوھآ دوب

 
 زاسبرط و کباچ و نک یزاب
 زارفا ندرگ و نیرس هدیلام

 
 تشاد رظن ناوھآ رب ھک نونجم
 تشاد رتمامت یرظن وا اب

 
 تسویپ دناوخ شیوخرب ار وا
 تسد شرس رب دوس تعاس رھ

 
 داد یم ھسوب زور ھمھ شمشچ
 دای ناتسلد مشچ ز درک یم

 
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 (āshnāʿi). See 
Neẓāmī, ed. Sarvatiyan, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 41-45. 
 37. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 41-45. 
 38. Zanjani has this line as:  
 

  کابان نایشحو ھلمج ناز
 کانبغش بجع یکوھآ دوب
-- 

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:  

People became amazed on his account 
and at the beasts following behind him  
 
wherever anyone was affected by passion  
they would not calm until they had seen him.   
 
Every day travelers from the way   
were setting up a resting place near him  
 
and they were bringing food so that perhaps 
they could offer him daily sustenance.  
 
And he went mounted and with lion’s skin 
making all of the fearless ones frightened  
 
just one morsel of that food he would eat,  
the rest he entrusted to the wild beasts.  
 
Spring and summer, so much  
did he give to the beasts their daily portions 
 
that every beast he saw bowed before him 
counting him as their giver of sustenance.  
 
Kindly, he caressed all of creation 
making the free the servants of his kingdom.39   

 شباسح زا بجعت ھب مدرم
 شباکر رد شحو نتفر زو

 
 دوب یا هدیسر سوھ ھک اجرھ
 دوساین دزن ودب هدید ات

 
 یھار ز یرفاسم زور رھ
 یھاگرارق وا رب یدرک

 
 دیاش ھک شروخ نازا یدروآ
 دیاشگ وا رذن ھب هزور ات

 
 ناریش مرچ نیشن ھمرچ ناو
 ناریلد ھلمج نک لد دب

 
 یدروخ ھلاون نازا هرذ کی
 یدرک ھلاوح نادد ھب یقاب

 
 یزومت و یعیبر ھک سب زا
 یزور تارب نادد ھب یداد

 
 شدرب هدجس دیدب ھک دد رھ
 شدرمش نتشیوخ هد یزور

 
 دزاون ار قلخ ھمھ ناسحا
 دزاس هدنب ھب ار نادازآ

 
These people’s amazement (taʿajjub) 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 189 / 40 v. 46-55. 
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defining element of aesthetic experience that yields mental discovery.40 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 ʿishq—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” (rūzī-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 (āzādān) 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.41 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 (taʿajjub) 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 istiṭrāf (finding something strange, 
novel), badīʿ (innovative, original marvelous) and gharīb or ighrāb (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.  

III. The animals’ protecting function  

 The intervention of short tales (ḥikāyāt) 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 (āhū-ī), and cunning.42 Aware of the king’s reputation, this young man 

 
 42. 

یناوج ھش یامدن زا دوب   
یناد مامت یرنھ رھ رد  

— 
Amongst the king’s mates there was a young man 
Who was knowledgable of all the arts 
 
Neẓāmī, 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 
directed themselves foremost toward him. 
 
Since they knew him as their benefactor, 
they rubbed against him sweetly in supplication.  
 
They all formed a circle around him   
they sat with their heads on their paws.  
 
They were like a compassionate wet nurse 
with him they passed one night and day like this.43   

 گنچ نینھآ ناگس ریش نآ و
 گنھآ یو رب تسخن دندرک

 
 شدنتخانش دوخ معنم نوچ
 شدنتخاون نانک ھبلا مد

 
 دنتسب دنبتسد ھمھ شدرگ
 دنتسشن اھتسد رس رب رس

 
 زوسلد ھیاد وچ ورب دندوب
 زورنابش یکی نیرب تفر ات

 
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 ʿishq explored in chapter two and that lends further 

subjectivity to the animals.44 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 ʿishq itself as Majnun’s wet-nurse in his childhood.45 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. Neẓāmī, 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. 

داد یم بآ یتسد ود ھب شقشع   
داد یم بات قشع رھوگ وز  

— 
“ʿishq was watering him with both hands 
Making the essence of ʿishq 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:  

“The reason is that before this bondage 
I offered to the dogs a few morsels. 
 
They with the morsels that they ingested 
kissed me out of a kindness with their lips. 
 
For ten years I have served you as your slave 
this was the fruit I got from you  
 
you gave me to dogs for one offense  
this was why they did not eat their friend. 
 
The dog’s a friend, you are no intimate 
the dog deserves respect and you don’t.”  
 
A dog makes peace for a bone  
while men are not faithful to any soul.46   

 دنب نیزا شیپ ھکنآ ببس اتفگ
 دنچ یا ھلاون ناگس ھب مداد

 
 دندروخ ھک یا ھلاون ھب ناشیا
 دندرک رھم ھب دوخ بل نم اب

 
 مدرک وت یملاغ لاس هد
 مدروخ وت زا ھک یرب دوب نیا

 
 رازآ کی زا مناگس ھب یداد
 راوخانشآ گس دبن ھک دب نیا

 
 ھن انشآ وت و دش تسود گس
 ھن ارت و تمرح قح ار گس

 
 یناوختسا ھب دنک حلص گس
 یناج ھب افو دنکن مدرم

 
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, barī khūrdan, 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 (āshnā) 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. Neẓāmī, 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 (vafā) 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.47 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, 
you will not have to drink the world’s bloody tears. 
 
If your fellow mate is a caliph in name, 
since from you he ate, he will be your slave.48   

 تسنآ تیاکح نیزا مدوصقم
 تسناج راصح شھد و ناسحاک

 
 داد شروخ نادد نادب ھک نونجم
 دابآ یراصح دوخ یپ زا درک

 
 دندوب راک حلاس ھک ناشیا
 دندوب راصح وا نماریپ

 
 یلاح تسشن رگ و تساخ رگ
 یلاخ دوبن وزا بکوم نآ

 
 درک وا ھک ینک نآ رگ زین وت

 دروخ تدیابن ناھج بانوخ
 

 تسا مان ھفیلخ رگ وت ناوخمھ
 تسا ملاغ ارت دروخ وت زا نوچ

 
 47. 

یتسم رامخ زا دش رایشھ   
یتسرپ گس و یگس تشاذگب  

— 
He sobered up from the drowsiness of drunkenness 
He became a dog and a dog worshipper 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, Sarvatiyan, 192 / 41 v. 42. 
 48. Neẓāmī, 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 (ghūlam) relationship by way of revaluing the loyalty of a ghūlam as what makes someone 

caliphal in the first place.49 While making recourse to implied hierarchies, these inversions show 

a recognition of not only the value of devotion (vafā), 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, Neẓāmī inscribes a critique into Majnun’s persona by insisting that 

the madness of ʿishq 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-ghūlam 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:  

Do not think that Majnun was one of those 
enraptured ones that you see nowadays   
 
those without fasting or praying or light 
foreign to justice and far from polite.  
 
More knowledgeable, ahead of the times 
knower of the traces of the cycle 
 
the most knowledgeable of the times in his time 
one with deep knowledge of the ways of the heavens  
 
his beautiful speech was like golden coins 
his verse and ghazal were like glistening pearls. 
 
Everyone knows that without reflection  
one who is mad cannot scatter such pearls.50   

 نونجم دوب ھک یربن نظ  ات
 نونکا ینیب ھک ناگتفیش نآز

 
 رون یب و زامن یب و هزور یب
 رود بدا زا و 51لدع ز ھناگیب

 
 رود رد دوب رود رتاناد
 روغ ار خرچ موسر ھتسناد

 
 یناھن شناد هدنناد
 ینامسآ زومر هدرک لح

 
 رز ھکس وچ ینخس ابیز
 رت ولول وچ یلزغ و تیب

 
 رکفت یب ھک سک ھمھ دناد
 رد نانچ نآ دزیرن ھناوید

 
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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 242 / 52 v. 1-6. 
 51. Zanjani and Babayif have this as ʿaql, which would make the defense of Majnun even stronger. See 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani 139 / v. 3527 and Neẓāmī, 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 malāmatiyya—Majnun, according to the narrator, does not forgo obligatory 

fasting or praying in the interest of this hidden knowledge.52 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  
he prepared provisions for the journey 
 
even if his living was difficult 
from that work, he sought the ease of death.  
 
All who are not acquainted with the journey  
find exiting from this convent arduous 
 
a person who takes this house too hard 
at the journey’s time dies too hard. 
 
Majnun, by not seeking a companion on the path, 
was loosening the bond to companionship.53   

 گرم یخلت ز هدش هاگآ
 گرب ار هار چیسب درک یم

 
 راوشد دوب شینتسیز رگ
 راک نآ زا تسج گرم یناسآ

 
 ریس اب درکن وخ ھک صخش رھ
 رید نیزا نورب دوش راوشد

 
 دریگ تخس ھک یسک ھناخ نیا
 دریم تخس لیحر تقو رد

 
 تسج یمن هر قیفر ھک نونجم
  تسس ار دنب قفر ھب درک یم

 

 
 52. The malāmatiyya movement whose malāmatī (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 malāmatī practice, qalandarī 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 kharābāt, or 
dodgey places on the outskirts of towns. See Hamid Algar et. al., “Malāmatiyya,” 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. Neẓāmī, 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 Rabiʿā or Ḥallāj that retroactively 

became classified as mystics.54 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.”55 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.”56  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 (ʿilm al-taṣawwuf) 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. 

اوتومت نا لبق اوتوم   
— 

A hadith whose chain of transmission is unknown to me but is cited by Rūmī amongst others. See Nicholson, The 
Mathnawī of Jalālu’ddin Rūmī, 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 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, 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. 

هدیرد رگج و ھتفوک رس   
هدیرب رد شوگ نب زا یوم  
 

تماق ھتسکش و هدز تماق  
تمایق ناھج زا ھتخیگنا   

— 
Head beaten and insides torn to pieces 
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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.57   

 دنار یم ھقان لیحر صقر رد
 دناوخ یم تیب قارف بسح رب

 
 یقارف تلاح نتفگ رد
 یقاب دنامن افو ز یفرح

 
 گنر ار گنس ھیرگ ھب داد یم
 گنس رب غیرد زا یرس دز یم

 
 یراخ دنامن یرذگھر رب
 یرارش دزن ورد ھلان زک

 
 یراخ دنامن یھر چیھ رد
 یگنر دادن شدوخ نوخ زک

 
Majnun again resembles the pre-Islamic poet who rides a camel out into the wilderness and speaks 

of separation (farāqī). Playing on a double meaning of the journey (raḥīl), 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 (vafā), 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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 275 / 58 v. 83.  
57. Neẓāmī, 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:  

He was caught up with his own misery 
while those flocks and beasts were protecting him  
 
he became a fountain from his eye’s waters 
and they formed a sacred space around him.  
 
They did not separate eyes from his path 
not allowing anyone to approach 
 
and so from fear of the beasts of that path 
the road was cut off from all creation.58  

 شیوخ تنحم لغش رس رب وا
 شیپ رد هداتسیا دد و ماد نآ ؤ

 
 هدید بآ ز ھتشگ مزمز وا
 هدیشک ورد یمرح ناشیا و

 
 دندرکن ادج وا هر زا مشچ
 دندرکن اھر وا رب ار سک

 
 هاگرذگ نآ رب نادد میب زا
 هار دش ھتسب قلخ ھلمج رب

 
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 (ḥaram).59 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 284-285 / 59 v. 97-100.   
 59. Zāmzām 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 (ḥaram) 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 ʿishq,” the text does not hesitate to 

include attributes that indicate Majnun’s fallen status:  

In this way he was blackening the page 
he destroyed a life in lustful passion.  
 
Two or three days he was living with the dogs  
of that village, death is better than that. 
 
Sometimes he made her tomb like a qibla  
other times he was running behind wild onagers  
 
his place was as small as an ant’s eye  
his foot was going from her tomb to his. 
 
When at last his affairs were stalled  
he too read the letter announcing death.60   

 درک یم هایس یقرو ناسنیز
 درک یم هابت سوھ ھب یرمع

 
 هد نآ ناگس اب ھس ود یزور
 ھب نآ زا گرم ھکنانچ تسیز یم

 
 تخاس یم رای روگ ز ھلبق ھگ
 تخات یم تشد روگ یپ زا هاگ

 
 شیاج دوب روم هدید رد
 شیاپ دوب روگ ھب روگ زک

 
 دنام رد شیوخ راک وچ رخآ و
 دناوخ رب ھمان لیحر زین وا

 
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.61 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 

ʿishq, whose linking of ʿishq with death is praised yet whose actual death reveals the pain of the 

intensification of his ascetic lifestyle.  

 
 60. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 285 / 59 v. 102-106. 
 61. This is similar to Neẓāmī’s description of Farhad’s love as havas-karī. 
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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 
and he took that tomb into his embrace 
 
when he brought the friend’s tomb into his grasp 
he said “oh friend” and cast out his life. 
 
He too passed through this passageway 
who is it that does not go in this way? 
 
It’s a path of absence for all who exist 
no one escapes from the curse of its cut  
 
with this trying mountain pass that time keeps 
when will its accounting be finished?62   

 رس نیمز رب داھن و تفگ نیا
 رب رد تفرگ ار تبرت نآ و

 
 دروآ ربرد تسود تبرت نوچ
 دروآ رب ناج و تفگب تسود یا

 
 هاگرذگ نیزا تشذگ زین وا
 هار نیرد درذگن ھک تسیک نآ و

 
 دنتسھ ھک رھ ھک مدع تسیھار
 دنتسرن وا عطق تفآ زا

 
 مایا دراد ھک ھبقع نیا اب
 ماجنارس دنک یم ھک ماجنا

 
Much ink has been spilt on who exactly is implied by Majnun’s last appeal to a “friend (dūst)—” 

a term that in the semiotics of Persian poetry is often used for both a lover or the divine.63 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. Neẓāmī, 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:  

 
 دروآرب ناغف و دزب یھآ
 دروآ رب ناجو تفگب تسود یا
 

He sighed and wailed / and said “oh friend” and cast out his life.  
 63. Davis suggests that since the term “dūst” 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.64 

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.”65 Such claims do not take seriously the poem’s discourse on ʿishq 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.66 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 Neẓāmī, 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 Neẓāmī tells us that, soon after entering the wilderness, Qays desired to destroy himself out of despair. 
In the end, one can plausibly argue that Majnūn’s death was suicide,” while Meisami argues that Majnun’s perfection 
was “accomplished at the cost of his own humanity.” See M.W. Dols, Majnūn: 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  
for it is far from the salvation of men 
 
do not sit in the house of raging floods  
flood after flood came, rise, do not sit! 
 
Before heaven destroys this bridge for you,  
make the camel jump from this bridge.   
 
In the world’s navel that is twist, twisted 
is a wind, what a nothing wind it is 
 
but do not be rude towards its natural constitution 
for it does not live except on winds. 
 
Hurry for ease from the world went adrift 
do not ride slow for the caravan’s left!67  

 نادرگ سارخ نیزا نک یرود
 نادرم صلاخ زا دش رود واک

 
 نیشنم زیر لیس ھناخ رد
  نیشنم زیخ لیس دمآ لیس

 
 نودرگ وت رب تسکشن لپ ات
 نوریب هزامج ناھجب لپ زا

 
 تسا چیپ چیپ ھک ناھج فان رد
 تسا چیھ چیھ داب ھچ تسیداب

 
 یداھن رب شابم خاتسگ
 یداب ھب رگم دشن هدنز واک

 
 تفر ناھج زا تحار ھک باتشب
 تفر ناوراک ھک نارم ھتسھآ

 
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 (pīch pīch ast)” and within it is “a wind of nothingness” (bād-i 

hīch hīch 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. Neẓāmī, 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,  
every note you play out of tune leaves you behind. 
 
Make the heart right, do not think of the blights 
consume rubies, do not think of the plague. 
 
From mastery’s mount get down and descend 
show your own falling into impotence  
 
then when the lion of death brings its pain 
it brings mercy to your powerlessness.68  

 یناوت ات شابم مخز ژک
 ینامب ینز ژک ھک مخز رھ

 
 شیدنیم لاب زا نک تسار لد
 شیدنیم ابو زا روخ توقای

 
 یآدورف یگجاوخ بکرم زا
 یامنب زجع ھب دوخ نداتفا

 
 درآ تمحز وچ لجا ریش ات
 درآ تمحر وت یزجاع رب

 
Rather than dismiss the material goods of the world, the narrator suggests taking them for what 

they are, commanding the reader to “consume rubies” (yāqūt khōr), 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 (ʿajz)—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.69 Though the narrator elevates Majnun as a character 

 
 68. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 291 / 61 v. 32-35. 
 69. Other metaphors include a recommendation to be “like flowing water (āb-e ravandī) that is “well-bridled” 
(khosh ʿanān) and “brings favor” (loṭf rizān). 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 ʿishq that negates materiality. 

Instead of making Majnun alone exemplary of ʿishq, 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 
the echo of the world ceased being heard  
 
and those bloodthirsty beasts gathered around 
sharpening claws for death and destruction.  
 
They encircled those two wounded lovers  
like the periphery of a mountain 
 
from fear of the hordes of beasts in that path 
an onlooker did not find a way into their midst 
 
among those who ran into their midst 
the beasts tore up two or three of them.70   

 ھتفر شوھ رای ود هداتفا
 ھتفر شوگ ز ناھج زاوآ

 
 زیرنوخ نادد نآ هدمآ درگ
 زیت ار گنچ کلاھ ھب هدرک

 
 ھتسخ رای ود نآ نماریپ

 ھتسب ھقلح هوک ربنچ نوچ
 

 هاگرذگ نادب نادد هوبناز
 هار نایم رد تفاین هراظن

 
 دندیود نایم نآ رد ھک نانآز
 دندیرد نادد ار ھس ود یصخش

 
narrator also suggests that the reader not twist (mapīch) on the earth. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 
291-292. 
 70. Neẓāmī, 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 (ḥalqe 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. 71  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 ʿishq’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. 

یلاخ درک ھناخ و دمآ قشع   
یلابالا غیت ھتشادرب  

— 
ʿIshq came and emptied out the dwelling place 
Taking up the indiscriminate sword 
 
This is one example of how ʿishq is frequently depicted as wielding a sword, here after the lovers’ initial meeting. 
See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 80 / 13 v. 9.  
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This is the real ʿishq, not an accident 
for it is not polluted by lust and motives. 
 
ʿIshq to its extremity is so full  
that for it beasts are domesticated 
 
and so from the beasts no evil came upon him 
for beastly pollution was not in him 
 
and he because he threw off his own beast 
these few beasts obeyed him. 
 
Clearly the ʿishq of those two worldly ones 
would not be manifest except if pure.72  

 تسین ضرع یتقیقح قشع نیاک
 تسین ضرغ و توھش هدولآک

 
 تسمامت تیاغ ھب قشع مھ
 تسمار هدنرد هدد ار واک

 
 تسین ورب یدب ناگدد زا نآز
 تسین ورد یدد زا یشیلاآک

 
 دنگفارس ار شیوخ دد نوچ وا
 دنچ یدد نیا دش وا ربنامرف

 
 یکاخ ود نآ قشع ھک تسادیپ

 یکاپ ھب رگم دنزن رب رس
 
The narrator’s declares this scene to be an example of “real ʿishq” (ʿishq-e haqīqatī) by way of 

dismissing its association with motives (gharaẓ), accidents (ʿaraẓ), 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 ʿishq.” 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 ʿishq itself through its being full, 

complete, or overwhelming (tamām). 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 ʿishq’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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 265 / 57 v. 71-75. 
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She embraced him in such a tight grasp 
that you would say two roses sprouted from one stem 
 
without the wound of a glance, she held him tight 
without wine or kisses, she made him drunk.  
 
Lām and alif were loosened from the bond 
and became alif-lām linked together  
 
two curved lines flowing together 
they became a complete circle.  
 
It’s no strange thing if a bird has two wings 
or that the beam of a scale has two pans 
  
two candles melted into one bowl  
becoming one soul and one body  
 
two strands became one in burning 
two flasks became filled with one water 
 
in oneness they filled each other’s eyes 
two eyes grew from one head.  
 
The revolving from path of two poles grew distant 
the mirror of two mornings became one light 
 
entwined together the compassionate lovers 
remained as one until the morning.73  

 تسچ نانچ نآ شدیشک ھنیس رد
 تسر هرگ یکی زا لگ ود یتفگ

 
 شدرک تسب ھمشرک مخز یب
 شدرک تسم ھسوب و هداب یب

 
 دنب زا ھتسسگ یفلاو ملا
 دنویپ یور ز فلاو ملا دش

 
 ھناور سوقم طخ ود
 ھناخ مامت هریاد دش

 
 تفایرپ ود رگا تفگش ھن یغرم
 تفای رس ود یوزارت لدع ای

 
 تشط یکی رد تخادگ عمش ود
 تشگ یکی دسج یکی دوب ناج

 
 بات یکی رد ھتشر ود داتفا
 بآ یکی زا یحارص ود دش رپ

 
 رد یکی رب ھتفس ود دنتسب
 رس یکی رد هدید ود دنتسر

 
 رود دش بطق رد هر ز یرود
 رون کی حبص ود ھنیآ تشگ

 
 زوسلد رای رد مھ ھب هدیچیپ
 زور ابش یکی نینچ دندنام

 
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 (yekī) 

becomes the focal point, and the metaphor of the Arabic letters alif and lām coming together carries 

resonance with mystical texts that I explored in the last chapter.74 There seems to be some kind of 

 
 73. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265 / 57 v. 87-95.  
 74. See, for example, the verse of Ḥallāj that serves as the example for in Daylamī’s splendidly titled book, 
The Attachment of the Conjoined Alif to the Attached Lām (ʿAtf al-alif al-ma’lūf ʿalā al-lām al-maʿṭūf), which yields 
the negative particle (لا), 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, 
I saw into both with my own eye— 
 
from one unconsumed goblet in their hands  
this one laid waste and that other one drunk 
 
and when their arms embraced  
this one slipped from hand and that one from sense. 
 
This ʿishq is not a superficial sign 
for this rare thing is a lesson for the world 
 
every grief-stricken one in this house 
is with their partner on this pretext.75  

 مدینش ناش ھلان ھک زورما
 مدید شیوخ مشچ ھب ود رھ رد

 
 تسدرب هدروخن حدق کی زک
 تسم رگد نآ و بارخ تشگ نیا

 
 شوغآ ھب ندمآرد تسد ات
 شوھ زا دش نآ و نیا دش تسد زا

 
 تسیناشن یرسرس ھن قشع نیا
 تسیناھج تربع هردان نیاک

 
 ھناخ نورد یا هدزمغ رھ
 ھناھب نیدب دوخ رسمھ اب

 
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 ʿishq’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 Neẓāmī, 
Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 499.  
 75. Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq to a profane understanding of love.76 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 ʿishq 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:  
 

 مرادن ادج تدوخ ناج زا
 مرادن اور نیا نم وت یب ناج

 
 بات زا یشوجب را مشتآ نوچ
 بآ زا یھام وچ مربن وت زا

 
 رون یب مشچ ھن ینم مشچ وت
 رود دوش یک مشچ ز هدننیب

 
 وت زا هر نیرد موش رود یک
 وت زا äاب ذوعن و یرود

 
 دشابن ییوت و ینم اجنیا
 دشابن ییود ام بھذم رد

 
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.” Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq’s power, which in turn 

leads to further textual attempts to define ʿishq in relation to other forms of desire:  

An ʿishq that is separate from chastity  
is not ʿishq, but instead desire and lust. 
 
ʿIshq is a lofty mirror of light 
lust is far from the reckoning of ʿishq. 
 
An ʿishq of self-interest does not survive  
no one considers accidental ʿishq proper. 
 
With ʿishq how could self-interest prove to be true? 
When motive sat down, ʿishq arose and left. 
 
Except for you all the ʿāshiqs that exist 
are all worshipping motives unlike you.  
 
ʿIshq is this, that other one is which?  
Verity is this, the other one unlawfulness.  
 
Since ʿishq shows the path to sincerity 
one act of goodness by the friend counts for ten.77   

 تسییادج شتمصع ز ھک یقشع
 تسییاوھ و توھش ھن قشع نآ

 
 تسا رون دنلب ھنیآ قشع
 تسا رود قشع باسح ز توھش

 
 درادن اقب یضرغ قشع
 درادن اور ضرع قشع سک

 
 تسار دوب ضرغ اجک قشع اب

 تساخ رب تسشن ضرغ ھک یقشع
 

 دنتسھ ھک ناقشاع ھمھ وت زج
 دنتسرپ ضرغ ھمھ وت زا رود

 
 تسمادک رگد نآ دوب نیا قشع

 تسمارح رگد نآ دوب نیا قدص
 

 دیامن هر قدص ھب قشع نوچ
  دیامن هد تسود یبوخ کی

 
Adopting a defensive posture, the text’s repetitive assertions about ʿishq in this passage attempt to 

separate it from desire (shahwat) and lust (hawā) by demarcating it from containing “motives,” 

(gharaẓ). The recommendation of chastity (ʿismat) resembles what Ruqayya Khan has discussed 

as more of a mode of masculine honor than a prescription of virginity per se.78 As in the ontological 

approaches explored at the beginning of this chapter, ʿishq 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 ʿishq with eternality as well. However, instead of dwelling on this 

 
 77. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 271-272 / 57 v. 195-204. 
 78. Ruqayya 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 ʿAbbasīd Cultural Identities, 44-50. 
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eternal home, this passage instead ends with detailing earthly behaviors such as sincerity and 

generosity that it suggests more closely resemble actions inspired by ʿishq 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 
became wanderers, whether they wished to or not. 
 
Some took with them a scent of attachment 
others out of agreement died with him. 
 
Time like a talisman took the treasure 
eroding the bond on the treasure’s lock 
 
and then the brazen ones of that crossing 
carved out a path into that sacred space.  
 
There they saw a loving, kind one fallen 
his marrow was gone and just bones remained 
 
when they looked at him intimately 
they recognized him from the path of devotion.79 
  

 ماد و دد نآ ھتشذگ لاس دش
 ماکان و ماک دندش هراوآ

 
 دندرب یوب ھقلاع ز یخرب
 دندرمب تقفاوم ھب یخرب

 
 دوبرب جنگ مسلط وچ نارود
 دوسرف دنب ھنازخ لفق زو

 
 هاگرذگ نآ ناور خاتسگ
 هار مرح نآ نورد دندرک

 
 ینابرھم هداتف دندید
 یناوختسا هدنام هدش شزغم

 
 شدنتخاس هدید مرحم نوچ
 شدنتخانش افو هار زا

 
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. Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq 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  
this tale became known amongst the Arabs 
 
their families and elders and pure ones 
all the pained ones came together. 
 
They went to him and looked upon him 
heart-torn and they too tore their clothes 
 
and then on that skeleton they cast pearls 
such that he remained white like the oyster shell.  
 
They removed the dust from his shell with pearls 
rubbing ambergris on his open shell  
 
he himself had an ambergris musk-like scent 
from ʿishq’s musk-sack his scent was still pleasant.80  

 موب رھ ھب دش ھناور هزاوآ
 مولعم ھناسف نیا برع رد دش

 
 ناکاپ و ناگدیزگ و ناشیوخ
 ناکاندرد ھلمج هدمآ عمج

 
 دندرک هراظن ورد دنتفر
 دندرک هراپ ھماج و ھتسخ لد

 
  هدناشف رھگ دبلاک نآو
 هدنام دیپس فدص نوچمھ

 
 دندودز رد ھب شفدص درگ
 دندوس ریبع فدص وچ شزاب

 
 تشاد شو کشم ریبع ھک دوخ وا
 تشاد شوخ یوب قشع ھفان زا

 
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 ʿishq itself. This final line again suggests some collusion of the text with the 

 
 80. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 293-294 / 61 v. 85-90.  
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ontological meaning of ʿishq 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 

ʿishq as having an eternal home, exemplified by the mystical undertones that I explored at the 

beginning of this chapter, the focus is on how ʿishq 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.”81 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 (ḥaram) 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 
but I keep my foot fixed, stationary — 
 
it is better if the wise close their eyes  
than that weeping that brings the foe’s laughter. 
 
It is better if the knowing do not recall  
the grief that makes an enemy happy.  
 
And regarding yourself as you are,  
you should be happy in this situation.   

  مراد رایع نامھ زین نم
 مراد راوتسا مدق نکیل

 
 ددنبب رظن رگا ھب لقاع
 ددنخب ینمشد ھک ھیرگ نآز

 
 دای درواین رگا ھب اناد
 داش دوش یفلاخم ھک مغ نآز

 
 یتسھ ھکنانچ دوخ قح رد یا

  1یتسھ ھک نایم نیرد شاب شوخ

 
Describing herself as having the same desire for wandering (ʿayyār), 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 207 / 44 v. 49-52. Zanjani has this final line as:  
 

 یتسھ ھک ناھج نیا رد شاب شوخ
 

“Still you should be happy in this world,” which would further underscore Layla’s character’s connection to the 
material world. See Neẓāmī, 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 
for this wheel turns time and time again.  
 
Do not look at the lords who sprinkle seeds 
see instead how seeds arise from seeds.  

 ددرگب ناھج را وشم طخ رد
 ددرگب نامز نامز خرچ نیاک

 
 دزیر ھناد ھک رگنم ناقھد
 2دزیخ ھناد ھناد ز ھک نیب نآ

 
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 (dehqāns)—a landholding class that signals those 

with access to material wealth—will sprinkle seeds where they will.3 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 ʿishq does not just affect Majnun in Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq, and 

 
 2. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 207 / 44 v. 53-54.  
 3 . Dehqān can roughly be translated to landed gentry, definable at Neẓāmī’s time through ancestral 
appointments and/or lineal connections to Iranian aristocracy. For more on dehqān identity, see Edmund Hayes, “The 
Death of Kings: Group Identity and the Tragedy of Nezhād in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh,” in Iranian Studies 48, no. 3 
(2015): 369-393.  
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how does this affect what Neẓāmī’s text says about ʿishq as a whole?4 Drawing attention not only 

to what Layla says as a lover, but also how she says it, I analyze the ways in which Neẓāmī’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.5 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq that I have explored throughout this project by emphasizing action. When 

Layla speaks about ʿishq, 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 ʿishq (a term that has often been rendered as érōs) 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 Neẓāmī’s Khosrow and Shirin and 
Gorgānī’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 (dāstāns) 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-nāma (’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, I,” Encyclopædia Iranica.  
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registers of ʿishq 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—literary devices that draw attention to writing and to the act of 

representation itself. Through the inclusion of Layla’s perspective on ʿ ishq, Layli and Majnun adds 

an ethical dimension to understandings of ʿishq 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 ʿ 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.6 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 ʿishq is stitched into what the text proposes about ʿishq 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.7 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.8 Making ethical 

demands, Neẓāmī’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 (akhlāq) 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 Aḥmad ibn Miskawayh’s (d. 

1030) Refinement of Character (Tahdhīb al-akhlāq) and Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī’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. I 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 Qurʾan and the Aesthetics of Premodern Arabic Prose, 15-18; Hoda El Shakry, The 
Literary Qurʾan: 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 (Kīmyā-ye Saʿādat) 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.9 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. 10  Layla as lover not only critiques 

Majnun’s approach to ʿishq, but also channels ʿishq’s potency towards action, which suggest the 

ways in which Islamic romantic epics put forth a novel way of considering ʿishq’s polysemy.  

I. ʿIshq and ethics  

 In her comparative reading of Islamic romantic epics, Julie Scott Meisami turns to the 

ethicist Naṣīr ad-Dīn Ṭūsī’s (d. 1274) conception of love as a way of contextualizing the 

 
 9. Drawing on the work of al-Ghazālī (d. 1111), Naṣir ad-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 1274) and Jalāl ad-Din Davānī (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 Ṭūsī’s definition of love in the Akhlāq-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.”11 Such a definition of love 

for Meisami undergirds her understanding of the romantic epic as an “exemplary narrative of 

profound ethical significance,” which encourages the reader to undertake their own quest for 

perfection.12 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.13  

Most scholars have read Layla as a passive figure and hence non-exemplary. In her analysis 

of Neẓāmī’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.”14 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.”15 Similarly, in Fedwa 

 
 11. Julie Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 137. 
 12. Ibid, 130. 
 13. Ibid, 162. 
 14. Although Keshavarz interestingly notes comparisons Neẓāmī 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: Neẓāmī'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 Neẓāmī’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.16 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.17 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.18 

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 Ṭūsī. The akhlāq 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 Neẓāmī 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 ʿaql), which keeps the irascible faculty (qowwat-e ghazb)—the faculty 

corresponding to the heart and emotions—and the concupiscent faculty (qowwat-e shahwat)—the 

faculty corresponding to the liver and nutrition—under its control.19 In her analysis of Ghazālī’s 

Kīmīya-ye Saʿādat, Ṭūsī’s Akhlāq-e Nasīrī, and Davānī’s (d. 1502) Akhlāq-e Jalālī, 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.20 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-akhlāq (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 Neẓāmī’s text.21 From Miskawayh’s 

text, we can see how a foundational ethical text defines and ranks different forms of love and 

friendship. Miskawayh defines friendship (ṣadāqa) as the highest form of love (maḥabba), which 

is perhaps lacking in the intensity of ʿishq but safeguarded from ʿishq’s associations with pleasure 

or utility.22 Friendship is more properly understood as related to love (maḥabba) 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.”23 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 

 
 اماو .ةبحملا عقت امك نیریثك ةعامج نیب عقت نأ نكمی سیلو اھنیعب ةدوملا يھو اھنم صخأ اھنا لاإ ةبحملا نم عون ةقادصلاو
 عم بكرملا يف لاو عفانلا يف عقی لاو طقف نینثا نیب لاا عقی نأ نكمی لا ھنا كلذو ةدوملا نم صخأ وھو ةبحملا طارفاوھف قشعلا
دومحم رخلآا و مومذم امھدحاو طارفاب ریخلا بحملو طارفاب ةذللا بحمل عقی امناو هریغو عفانلا  

-- 
“And friendship is a type of love (maḥabba), but it concerns something more particular, which is affection in its very 
essence. It cannot take place amongst a large group like love. ʿIshq 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, Tahdhīb 
al-akhlāq (Beirut: Dār Maktabat al-Ḥayāh, 1961), 128. 
 23.  

 سامتلاو ریخلا دصق يھو امھنیب ةیرھوجلا ةبسانملل لب ةعفنمل لاو ةجراخ ةذلل نوكت لا اھنافً اضعب مھضعب رایخلاا ةبحم
 يواستلاو ةلادعلاب اوقلاتوً اضعب مھضعب حصنو ةعزانم لاو ةفلاخم مھنیب نكت مل ةبسانملا هذھل رخلآا مھدحأ بحأ اذاف ةلیضفلا
 سیل نمو ماوعلاو ثادحلاا ةقادصب قثوی ملو …مھترثك دحوی يذلا وھ ریخلا ةداراو ةحیصنلا يف يواستلا اذھو ریخلا ةدارا يف
ةحیحص ریغ مھضارغاو ةقیقحلاب ریخلا نوفرعی لاو ةعفنملاو ةذللا لجلأ نوقداصیو نوبحی ءلاؤھ نلأ میكحب  

– 
“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-ʿadālat) and equality (al-tasāwī) 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 (ḥakīm) 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, Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 133-134. 
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earth are lacking in rationality.24 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.25 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 Ghazālī’s (d. 1111) Alchemy of Happiness, a text that was circulating in Persian 

during Neẓāmī’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, Ghazālī contrasts the rationality of virtuous men with the 

baseness of animals as well as the weakness and vulnerability of women.26 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 akhlāq genre relied upon a heteronormative family 

structure as a mirror to its tripartite division of the soul. As Ayubi’s analysis has shown, Ghazālī’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 (al-zanj) which are distinguished from apes to a slight degree only.” (trans. 
Zurayk) See Miskawayh, Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 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. 



 

 
 

217 

“attend to the work of the hereafter.”27 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 Ghazālī 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, Ghazālī associates the highest forms of love with friendship, which 

ranks immediately beneath the love of the divine for itself. When Ghazālī 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, Ghazālī 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.”28 As Ayubi has discussed at length, Ghazālī here imagines ethical subjects giving “leave” 

 
 27.   

 لمعو ملع زا دوش لوغشم نیدب درم رگا ھک دنک تیافک نتسشو نتفرو نتخپ راکو درادب ھناخ رامیت نز ھک دوب نآ مراھچ هدیاف
 زا سین ایند زا کین نز ھک تسا ھتفگ یناراد نامیلسوب ببس نیدبو .نید هار ردنا دوب روای نز ببس نیدبو دنامزاب تدابعو
یزادرپ ترخآ راک ھب ات دراد غراف ار وت ھک ینعی .تسا ترخآ  

-- 
“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 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Kimiya-e Saʿadat, ed. Hossein Khadivjam (Tehran: Ketabhaaye Jibi, 1975), 305-306. This 
passage also trans. Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 130.  
 
 28. 
دوب ییادخ یتسود نیا دزادرپ تدابع ھب ات دراد یم غراف ار یو و دھد یم ھماج و نان ار یو ھک دراد تسود ار یسک رگا   

ناتسود زا ود رھو ضرغ نیا یارب دنا ھتشاد یتسود نارگناوت اب دابعو املع یرایسب و تسا تدابع تغارف یو دوصقم نوچ  
ار یو ھک دنزرف ندمآ ببس ھبو دراد هاگن داسف زا ار یو ھکنآ یارب دراد تسود ار شیوخ نز رگا ھکلب .دنا هدوب یلاعت یادخ  

دشاب ھقدص دنک یو رب ھک ھقفن رھو دوب یلاعت یادخ یارب یتسود نیا دیوگ وکین یاعد  
-- 
“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.” Ghazālī, Kimiya-e Saʿadat, 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.”29 Building on Ayubi’s critique, I argue that 

Ghazālī’s other example of who the ethical subject gives leave to—a person in need of bread and 

clothes—demonstrates that Ghazālī envisions this voluntary action as existing within a power 

dynamic wherein the ethical subject only and always provides for others. This power dynamic 

precludes Ghazālī 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 I now turn.  

II. 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. 
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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 Munāzil 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 
Yet each for his companion is firm  
 
Eyes were revealing us in what we wanted  
Yet hearts store the secret of affection30 

 ًاضغب سانلل رٌھظمُ انلاكِ
 نُیكِمَ ھبحاص دنع لٌكو

 
ّلبُت  اندرأ امب نُویعلا اَنُغِ
  نُیِفَد ىوھَ َّمَث نیبلقلا يفو

 
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 (hawā), 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 Dīwan. 31 The replication of this 

 
 30. Iṣfahānī vol. 2, 14. 
 31. 

ًاضَغُْب سِاَّنلل رٌھِظْمُ ٌّلكُو   
نُیكمَ ھِِبحِاصَ دنْعِ ٌّلكُو  
  
اندْرََأ امَِب نُویعلا انرُِّبخَُت  
نُیفَد ىًوَھَ َّمَث نِیَْبلَْقلا يفو  

– 
“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 Dīwan 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.32 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 
did you pass through?”  
I said, “All of it.” 
She said, “With whom did you stay there?”  
I said, “With Banū ‘Āmir.” 
She sighed deeply and then said, “With whom of Banū 
‘Āmir?”  
I said, “With Banū l-Ḥarish.” 
She weeped and then said, “Did you hear mention of a 
youth among them that is called Qays and his nickname 
is Majnūn?” 
I said, “Yes, by god, I stayed with his father and went to 
him and looked upon him.”  
She said, “What is his state?” 
I said, “He wanders in that desert plain with the beasts, 
not realizing or understanding anything except when 
Laylā is mentioned to him and he weeps and recites 
poems in which he speaks of her.”33 

 تئطو دجن دلاب يا الله دبع ای تلاقف
 اھلك تلقف
  كانھ تلزن نمب تلاق
 رماع ينبب تلقف
  رماع ينب يأب تلاق مث ءادعصلا تسفنتف
 تربعتساف شیرحلا ينبب تلقف
 بقلی سیق ھل لاقی مھنم ىتف ركذب تعمس لھ تلاق مث
 نونجملاب
 ھیلا ترظنو ھتیتأو ھیبأب تلزن اللهو يا تلقف
  ھلاح امف تلاق
 مھفی لاو لقعی لا شحولا عم نوكیو يفایفلا كلت يف میمی تلق
   اھیف اھلوقیً اراعشأ دشنیو يكبیف ىلیل ھل ركذت نأ لاإ

 
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 
Dīwan, 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, 2nd 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 
whereupon I saw a moon-face, the like of which I had 
never seen before and she wept and wailed until I thought, 
by god, that her heart would be broken and I said, “Oh 
woman, do you not fear God? I did not say a wretched 
thing!” And she remained in that state of weeping and 
wailing for a long while. Then she said: 
 
Would that I knew while calamities are many when Qay’s 
saddle would be readied for return 
 
I ransom my soul for the one who does not prepare his 
saddle for the one not protected by God is lost 
 
Then she wept until she fainted and when she regained 
consciousness I said, “And who are you, o maiden of 
God?” 
She said, “I am Laylā who has caused his misfortune and 
does not console him.” I have never seen sadness and 
anguish, nor passion (wajd) like hers.34 

 اھلثم ينیع رت مل رمق ةقش اذإف اھنیبو ينیب رتسلا تعفرف
 عدصنا دق اھبلق نا اللهو تننظ ىتح تبحتناو تكبف طق
 تثكمفً اسأب تلق ام اللهوف الله نیقتت اما ةأرملا اھتیا تلقف

 تلاق مث بیحنلاو ءاكبلا نم لاحلا كلت ىلعً لایوط
 

 ٌةریثك بُوطخُلاو يرعْشِ تَیَْلَ لاأ
 عُجارف لٌقْتسمُ سٍیَْق لُحْر ىَتم

 
 ھِلِحْرَب ُّلقِتسی لا نم يسفنب
 عُِئاض الله ظَِفحْی مل نِْإ وھ نْمَو

 
 ةمأ ای تنا نمو تلق تقافا املف اھیلع يشغ ىتح تكب مث

 امف ھل ةیساؤملا ریغ ھیلع ةموؤشملا ىلیل انأ تلاق الله
 اھدجو لثم لاو اھعزجو ھیلع اھنزح لثم تیأر

 
Layla’s own weeping brings admonishment from the anecdote’s speaker—his questioning of 

Layla’s piety or fear (taqwā) 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. Ibn Qutayba, 374. 
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 Different aspects of Layla’s character emerge in the Book of Songs and the Dīwan. 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. Darīḥ—a fellow ʿudhrī 

poet whose homosocial bond with Majnun I explored in chapter two—encounters her after meeting 

Majnun in the desert. Qays b. Darīḥ proceeds to relay to her Majnun’s greeting, which spurs an 

angry response:  

Then Qays b. Darīḥ left and when he reached Layla he 
greeted her and said who he was.  
She said to him, “God bless you, are you in need of 
something?” 
He said, “Yes, your cousin sent me to you with greeting.” 
She bowed and then said, “If I knew you were his 
messenger, I would not have welcomed you. Say to him 
from me, ‘what about your saying:  
 
A night refused in al-Ghayl, O mother of Mālik,  
for you, anything but true love is a lie. 
 
But an echo remains, O mother of Mālik, 
that goes wherever the wind goes’  
 
Tell me about the night in al-Ghayl, which night was it? 
Have I ever been alone with you in al-Ghayl or 
elsewhere, day or night?”35 

 ھل تلاقف بستناو مّلسف ىلیل ىتأ ىتح حیرذ نب سیق ىضمف
  ؟ةجاح كلأ ،الله كایح
 تقرطأف ملاسلاب كیلإ ينلسرأ كمع نبا معن لاق
 ھل لق ھلوسر كنأ تملع ول ةیحتلل لاھأ تنك ام تلاق مث

 كَلوق تَیأرأ ينع
 

 كٍلام مّأ ای لِیَغلابٌ ةلیل تَْبأ
 بُذكی سیل قٍداص بح رَیغ مكل

 
 كٍلام َّمأ ای تِیقبأ امنإ لاأ

 بُھِذی حُیرلا ھب بْھذت امنیأ ىًدصَ
 

 يف كعم تولخ لھو ؟يھ ةلیل يأ لیَغلا ةلیل نع ينربخأ
  ؟ًاراھن وأ لایل هریغ وأ لیغلا

 
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. Iṣfahānī, vol. 2, 94. 
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 The anecdote continues with Qays b. Darīḥ 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 
other than what he wanted, do not be like them. He related 
that he saw you the night he passed al-Ghayl and you stole 
his heart. He did not mean you harm.”  
 
(He said) She bowed for a long time and her tears were 
falling while she held them back… then she said, “Send 
greetings to my cousin, and say to him, ‘By God, my 
ecstasy for you is greater than yours, but I have no way of 
getting to you.’”36 

 ام ریغ ىلع ھملاك اولوأت سانلا نإ مع ةنبای سٌیق اھل لاقف
 لیغلا ةلیل كآر ھنأ ربخأ امنإ .مھلثم ينوكت لاف دارأ
  .ءوسب كانع ھنأ لا .ھبلقب تبھذف

 
 مث …اھفكفكت يھو ىرجت اھعومدو لایوط تقرطأف لاق
 اللهو !تنأ يسفنب ھل لقو ملاسلا يمع نبا ىلع أرقأ تلاق
  .كیف يل ةلیح لا نكلو دجت ام قوفل كب يدجو نإ

 
As explored in chapter two, Layla indicates competitiveness in her speech as she claims to Qays 

b. Darīḥ that her ecstasy (wajd) is greater than Majnun’s own. This positions her as an ʿudhrī 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. Darīḥ’s explanation of audience misinterpretation, Layla 

nevertheless appears here as more multidimensional than in Ibn Qutayba’s account.  

 The Dīwān 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 Dīwān, 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. Iṣfahānī, vol. 2, 94. 
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A man passed by Layla when she was standing at the door 
of her tent and she said to him, “Where are you going, oh 
servant of God?” He said, “I am going to the tribe of ‘Āmr,” 
and she sighed deeply and then cried and began reciting:  
  
Oh rider not slackening in his mount  
rise and take to him some of what I feel. 
  
People did not see the ecstasy that encompasses them 
and my ecstasy for him is above what they feel. 
  
I love to satisfy him, until the end of my days  
I strive in his friendship and affection. 
  
  
Then she wrote to Majnun by that man and she said:  
  
And you who failed me in what you promised me 
you caused your blamer to take pleasure at my misfortune. 
  
You exposed me before people then you left me  
for them as a target thrown while you are secure.  
  
If speech were writing the body, 
my body became wounded from the speech of slanderers.37 

 : ھل تلاقف اھئابخ باب ىلع ةفقاو يھو ىلیلب رمً لاجر نأ
 مث ةرفز ترفزف رماع ينب دیرأ :لاقف ؟الله دبع ای دیرت نیأ

لوقت تأشنأو تكب : 
  

ُھَتَّیطِمَ يجزْمُلا بُكِاَّرلا اھُیَأ ای  
ُدجَِأ ام ضَعَْب يِّنعَ نونجمل جْرِّعَ  

  
مھَُنَّمضََت دٍجْوَ نْمِ سُاَّنلا ىَأرَ امََف  
اوُدجَوَ يذلا قَوَْف ھِِب يدِجْوَو َّلاِإ  

  
ھِِتَّدوَمَ يف يِّنِإوُ هاضَرِ يِّبحُ  
ُدھَِتجَْأ مِایَلأا رَخِآ هِّدِوُو  

  

تلاقو لجرلا كلذ عم نونجملا ىلإ تبتك مث : 
  

ينَتدْعَوَ امَ يِنَتفَْلخَْأ يذلا تَنَْأو  
مُوُلَی كَیف نَاك نْمَ يب َّتمَشَْأو  

  
يِنَتكْرََت َّمُث سِاَّنللِ ينَتزْرَبَْأو  
مُیلسَ تَنَْأوَ ىمرُْأً اضَرَغَ مھَُل  

  
اَدَب دَْق مَسْجِلا مُلِكَْیً لاوَْق َّنَأ وَْلَف  

مُو ُل ِةاش كُ وُلا وْلِ  َق نم ِبجِسْمِيَ  ]  
  
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 (ḥubb), 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.38 Yet then when Layla decides to write a kind of letter 

 
 37. Dīwan, 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-Karīm ibn Hawāzin al-Qushayrī (d. 1074) and Abū l-Qāsim 
al-Junayd (d. 910) play with the various meanings of the words derived from the root - “wajd (ecstasy, finding) and 
wujūd (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. 



 

 
 

225 

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 ʿudhrī 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.39 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.  

III. Layla’s position in Layli and Majnun  

 Layla’s character throughout Neẓāmī’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 Muḥammad Saḥnūn (d. 870) warned against 
coeducation, indicating that “girls were not entirely absent from institutions of elementary education (kuttābs).” 
Manuela Marín 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 Marín, “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).40 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.41  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 (dūgh) by stating “be aware of 

Layla’s dūgh, its yogurt is little and its water is much (amān amān az dūgh-e layli, māstash kam o 

ābash khayli).”42  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 Qurʾanic usage to describe certain actions of the deity. 43  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 (vafā) 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 Firdawsī’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 “Amān āz dūgh-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 Qurʾan, 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 “I 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.44 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.”45 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.”46 Both instances draw 

 
 44. 

تسزاب تسار نانز راک نیا   
تسزارد دب نانز نوسفا  

— 
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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 163-164. 
 45. 

درورپ ریش نوخ ز  ھنوگلگ   
دروآ ردام داوس ز ھمرس  

— 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 78 / 12 v. 67. 
 46. 

یناتسلد و زان ھمھ نیا اب   
ینابرھم ز شرگج دش نوخ  

— 
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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 
a wife does not show her face to people. 
 
Layla remains for two years in her home 
no one seeing her nor her anyone 
 
she weeps with a humility she knows 
reciting a verse of her own desire.  

 یوش سپ زک تسبرع مسر
 یور سکچیھ ھب نز دیامنن

 
 دنیشن رد ھناخ ھب ود یلاس
 دنیبن ورد سکو سک رد وا

 
 دناد ھک یعرضت ھب دلان
 47دناوخ شیوخ دارم ھب یتیب

 
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, rithāʾ, wherein a 

feminine speaker publicly mourns the death of a male kinsman.48 This comment nevertheless 

 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 113 / 22 v. 28. 
 47. Neẓāmī, 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 rithāʾ, free women 
lamented their fallen warriors and kinsmen as a form of ritual mourning that Suzanne Stetkevych has linked to men’s 



 

 
 

229 

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 
Layla emptied her tent of people.  
 
Due to the norm of mourning a husband 
she sat face to face with grief.  
 
Because there was an excuse for shouting 
her patience left her.  
 
By the convention of mourning, she raised  
mourning and lamentation to the seven heavens.  
 
She bravely became frenzied, ecstatic 
satiating herself with blows to chest. 
 
She sighed aloud as much as she wanted  
fear and danger dissipated.   

 یلاح ھناھب نینچ ھب یلیل
 یلاخ درک قلخ ز هاگرخ

 
 یوش تبیصم هدعاق رب
 یور رد یور تسشنب مغ اب

 
 ھناھب ار ویرغ تفای نوچ
 ھنایم زا یروبص تساخرب

 
 یراوگوس طرش ھب درب یم
 یراز و شورخ کلف تفھ رب

 
 درک یم ریلد ییگدیروش
 درک یم ریس ھچناپط ھب ار دوخ

 
 تساوخ یم ھکنانچ یسفن دز یم
 49تساخ رب هار ز شرطخ و فوخ

 
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 ʿishq 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 255 / 54 v. 68-73.  
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various members of her family.50 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.”51 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 ʿishq.   

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 ʿishq as well as articulating an alternative view. Neẓāmī 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-nāma (ten love letters)” tradition. This tradition, according to 

 
 50. Specifically, Layla’s mother scolds her for speaking about ʿishq in a rose garden, and her father threatens 
that it would be better to have her killed than married to Majnun. See Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 116-117 and 137. 
 51. 

یتشرس نوخ ھب یقرو ناھنپ   
یتشون ورب ار کتیب نآو  

— 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 115. Her writing here is also explicitly described as eloquent (fuṣḥā), whereas Majnun’s 
speech is extemporaneous. 
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Gandjei, began with the lengthy verbal contest between the lover-protagonists in Gorgānī’s (f. 11th 

century) Vis and Ramin and its earliest typified form is in the neatly packaged ten-episode sparring 

in Neẓāmī’s Khosrow and Shirin.52 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-nāma as “a poem in masnāvī 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.”53 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 ʿImād al-Dīn ʿAlī Faqīh Kermānī’s (f. 14th century) Maḥabbat-

nāma-yi ṣāḥib-dilān (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 Neẓāmī’s Layli and Majnun.54 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.55 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-nāma (’Ten love-letters),” 
in Der Islam Vol. 47 (1971), 65. 
 53. Ibid, 65. 
 54. Kermānī’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, “Emād al-Dīn ʿAlī Faqīh Kermānī” in Encyclopedia Iranica, VIII/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. 



 

 
 

232 

arrive at a fuller picture of what Layla as a character has to say about ʿ ishq 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. 56 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 ʿishq 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 
(dāstān), 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 ʿishq 
for no fear comes to him from anyone. 
 
He is not diminished like me in his torment 
and his foot goes wherever he desires. 

 هدنخ رھز ھب رکش داشگب
 هدنکف کمن مرگج رب یاک

 
 نونکا کیلو مدوب یلیل
 نونجم رازھ زا مرتنونجم

 
 هراتس ھیس ھتفیش نآز
 هراب رازھ رت ھتفیش نم

 
 تسا درد هاگ ھناشن ھچ رگ وا
 تسا درم تسنز نم وچ ھن رخآ

 
 کلااچ تسھ قشع هویش رد
 کاب شدیاین یسک چیھ زک

 
 دھاکن رد ھجنکش ھب نم نوچ
  57دھاوخ ھک دور شمدق اجنآ

 
Through reported speech, Layla enters a poet-lover’s contest with Majnun, declaring that she is 

madder (majnūn-tar) and more enraptured (shīfteh-tar) than him—redeploying his epithet of the 

madman (majnūn) 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 ʿudhrī tradition, a tradition that is associated with seventh-century poets who 

dwelled on their personal suffering due to allegedly unconsummated desire. 58 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 ʿishq. 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 201 / 43 v. 48-53.  
 58. ʿUdhrī 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 ʿAbbāsid Cultural 
Identities, 49-53 and chapter two.  
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ʿIshq here acts in opposition to fear (bāk), 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   
I cannot voice this grief to anyone. 
 
I fear that from rawness and becoming selfless 
I will become exiled from my good name.  

 مد کی ھک مسکیب نم نیکسم
 مغ نیزا ریلد منزن سک اب

 
 یماخ و یدوخیبز ھک مسرت
 59یمان کین ز موش ھناگیب

 
Her inability to voice grief to anyone bolsters the claim at the beginning of this quotation that 

perhaps she is madder (majnūn-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 (bikhūdī) and rawness (khāmī) 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 ʿishq:  

 
 59. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 201 / 43 v. 54-55.  
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From one side comes the grief of the estranged  
from the other the grief of guardians 
 
because of these two strong-armed groups  
I have fallen into continual conflict.  
 
I don’t have the heart to quarrel with my husband 
nor do I have the nerve to escape the father.  
 
Sometimes ʿishq gives me heart, saying “Rise 
like a partridge flee the crow and sparrow!” 
 
And sometimes honor and shame say “Sit,  
the falcon is stronger than the partridge.” 

 نابیرغ مغ مفرط کی زا
 نابیقر مغ رگد یوس زو

 
 تسد یوق ھقلاع ود نیز نم
 تسویپ هداتفوا شکم شک رد

 
 مزیتس رب یوش ھب ھک لد ھن
  مزیرگ ردپ زا ھک هرھز ھن

 
 زیخ رب ھک دھد ملد قشع ھگ
 زیرگب کبک وچ نغز و غاز نیز

 
 نیشنب گنن و مان دیوگ ھگ
 60نیھاش تسرتیوق کبک زک

 
It is not only guardians (raqibān) such as her father and her husband, but also the estranged ones 

(garibān) such as Majnun who maintain control over her through their vested interests. Here Layla 

articulates ʿishq as something quite separate from marriage, not only because of her own particular 

marriage but also because of the way in which ʿishq acts in opposition to honor with the two 

personified through dialogic interaction. ʿ Ishq personified commands action, saying rise (bar khīz), 

while through a parallel construction (sometimes/sometimes, gāh/gāh), 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 ʿishq as something that actually causes madness. As such, 

Layla’s understands ʿishq 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 ʿishq’s force.  

 
 60. Neẓāmī, 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 
in the end she is woman, being a woman.  
 
Suppose that a woman is in her blood fearless 
though a lion, she is still a woman. 
 
Since one cannot be cut off from this grief 
I gave my body to enduring it. 

 نگفا زرابم دوب ھچرگ نز
 نز دوب مھ تسنز وچ رخآ

 
 تسریلد نوخ ھب دوخ ھک ریگ نز
 تسریش ھچ رگا نز دشاب نز

 
 ندیرب ناوت یمن وچ مغ نیز
 61ندیشک مغ ھب مداد رد نت

 
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.62 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. Neẓāmī, 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, 
xxii. 
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But my heart is drowned with blood, 
wondering how is that lover who is without me?  
 
Without me, whose pages does he turn?  
How, in what way, does he pass his days?  
 
On which path does he now take a journey?  
In which cloister does he take a meal? 
 
Whose companionship does he choose? 
Who’s his friend, with whom does he sit?  
 
If you are aware of that traveler  
give me news here, on this path.” 

 تسنوخ ریز ھب مرگج نکیل
 تسنوچ تسنم یب ھک رای نآک

 
 درامش یم ھک قرو نم یب
 دراذگ یم ھنوگچ مایا

 
 تسھار مادک رفس بحاص
 تسھاقناخ مادک ھب ش هرفس

 
 دنیزگ یم ھک یتبحص مھ
 دنیشن یم ھک اب و ھک شرای

 
 هاگآ رفاسم نآ زا یتسھ رگ
  63هار نیارد هدب یربخ ارام

 
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 (yār). 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 202 / 43 v. 65-69.  
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the reader is to imagine that the old man quotes this extensive passage verbatim.64 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq. 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 
from a grief-stricken one to one with pain. 
 
Meaning from me one shut in the fortress 
to you O one whose cage is broken.  
 
O beloved of old oath, how are you? 
O cradle of the heavens, how are you?  

 یدنرپ نوچ تسھ ھک ھمان نیاک
 یدنمدرد ھب یا هدزمغ زا

 
 ھتسب راصح نم ز ینعی
 ھتسکش سفق یا وت کیدزن

 
 ینوچ دھع میدق رای یا
 65ینوچ دھم تفھ یدھم یو

 
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. Neẓāmī, 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 (dardmandī), 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 
ʿishq has taken its radiance from you.  
 
O how your blood has colored the soil 
settled now like agate within a stone. 
 
O fountain of Khizr in your blackness 
moth of the candle in the dawn’s brightness. 
 
O from you ecstasy fell into the world 
you whose made wild asses his companions. 
 
O you are the place of the wound of my blame  
caravan-mate of my resurrection.  
 
O heart given in loyalty to me 
me who has not left from your loyalty 
 
How are you? What do you do? 
My longing’s for you, your ʿishq is for who?  

 ییانشآ جنگ نزاخ یا
 ییانشور ھتفرگ وت زا قشع

 
 گنر ار کاخ هداد وت نوخ یا

 گنس رد قیقع نوچ هدش نکاس
 

 یھایس رد رضخ ھمشچ یا
 یھاگحبص عمش ھناورپ

 
 روش ناھج رد هداتف زا یا
 روگ سنوم هدرک ھس ود یروگ

 
 نم تملام ھگمخز یا
 نم تمایق ھلفاق مھ

 
 هدرپس نم یافو ھب لد یا
 هدربن وت یافو ز رس نم

 
 یزاس ھچ یا ھنوگچو ینوچ
 66یزاب قشع ھک اب وت وت اب نم

 
Once again from a place of deep familiarity, Layla makes particular the kind of treasure that she 

and Majnun share—its intimacy (āshnā-ī) is proximate to ʿishq itself, which radiates from 

 
 66. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 205 / 44 v. 13-19. 
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Majnun.67 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.68 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 (ʿishq-bāzi)—an inquiry 

that may read as jealous, adding another embodied register to Layla’s perspective on ʿishq. 

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 ʿishq 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 (āshnā-ī) is a term that comes up frequently for Neẓāmi 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 Neẓāmī, 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 (āshnā-ī) after he begins to live amongst animals, and in the tale of the King from Marv who lacks 
this desirable trait.  
 68. The Prophet Khiẓr is often connected with fertility. Although he is not mentioned by name in the Qur’ān, 
Ṭabarī, Bukhārī, and other exegetes identify him with the anonymous spiritual guide to Mūsā (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 Qurʿanic passages as well as the Alexander romance tradition in Greek, Arabic, and Persian, later 
Islamic authors such as Neẓāmī placed Khiẓr as a guide to Alexander’s quest for immortality through discovering the 
water of life. See Anna Krasnowolska, “Kheẓr” 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 
I tore at the shroud on my dead body. 
 
I pummeled myself with slaps on the face 
imagining that my own father died.   

 مدینش نوچ وت ردپ گرم
 مدیرد نفک نت هدرم رب

 
 درخ ار یور ھچناپط ھب مدرک
 69درم ارم ردپ نآ متشادنپ

 
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 
in this path patience is the best succor. 
 
For a day or two in this transitory abode,  
one must put up with fate. 
 
For this abode that brings you fresh splendor  
also brings torment with its narrowness.   
 
Shake it off like a donkey 
see the shortness of life and be silent!  

 هاگآ متسھ وچ تلد جنر زا
 هار نیرد دش بیکش هراچ رھ

 
 ھناخ لیحر نیرد ود یزور
 ھنامز اب تخاس دیاب یم

 
 درآ تگنرو بآ ھک ھناخ نیاک
 درآ گنت ھب دوخ یگنت زا

 
 شوگ زا یزارد نارخ وچ نکفب
  70شوماخ و نیب رمع یھاتوک

 
 

 69. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 206 / 44 v. 37-38.  
 70. Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq, 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 (tāng) and asserts that life is short, she nevertheless recommends patience (shakīb) 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 
but I keep my foot fixed, stationary — 
 
it is better if the wise close their eyes  
than that weeping that brings the foe’s laughter. 
 
It is better if the knowing do not recall  
the grief that makes an enemy happy.  
 
And regarding yourself as you are,  
you should be happy in this situation.   
 
Do not be affected if the world turns 
for this wheel turns time and time again.  

 
Do not look at the lords who sprinkle seeds 
see instead how seeds arise from seeds. 

  مراد رایع نامھ زین نم
 مراد راوتسا مدق نکیل

 
 ددنبب رظن رگا ھب لقاع
 ددنخب ینمشد ھک ھیرگ نآز

 
 دای درواین رگا ھب اناد
 داش دوش یفلاخم ھک مغ نآز

 
 یتسھ ھکنانچ دوخ قح رد یا

 یتسھ ھک نایم نیرد شاب شوخ
 

 ددرگب ناھج را وشم طخ رد
 ددرگب نامز نامز خرچ نیاک

 
 دزیر ھناد ھک رگنم ناقھد
 71دزیخ ھناد ھناد ز ھک نیب نآ

 
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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, 207 / 44 v. 49-54.  
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the line where she claimed to be more majnūn 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 (dehqāns)—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 

(dāne) 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.72 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 (akhlāq) 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.73 Significantly, the letter employs the verb (khāstan, khīzad) for what arises from the 

seeds. This is the same verb used when ʿishq, 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 

ʿishq-e delam dahad ke bar khīz). Each time this verb underscores a view of ʿishq 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, Neẓāmī 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 ʿishq 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 ʿishq 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.74 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 Jāmī’s Zulaykha in Yusuf and Zulaykha, this section highlights how, for Neẓāmī’s 

Layla, the spiritual and the sensuous are intertwined.75 The profane and sacred layers of ʿishq, 

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 ʿishq 

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 zināʾ in Islamic law, which prohibits any sex outside of marriage. For more on 
the legal differences between zināʾ and adultery, see Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam, 56-74.  
 75. Afsaneh Najmabadi and Gayane Merguerian have analyzed Jāmī’s depiction of Zulaykha against other 
genres such as the stories of prophets (qiṣāṣ al-ānbiyāʾ) and Qurʾanic commentaries. Against these genres, they are 
that Jāmī’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.76 After the death of her husband, Layla springs into action:  

From the modesty she patiently kept 
she took the curtain from that hidden ʿishq.  
 
She smashed the bottle on a rock, spattering like wine 
she threw her shield on the water, scattering like roses.  
 
When she found a door recently closed by reason 
to be a door freed from its lock 
 
she showed no weakness in seeking a remedy 
and she sought for help in a healthy body. 

 تشاد رب هدرک بیکش مرزآ
 تشاد رب هدرپ ھتفھن قشع نآز

 
 لم نوچ ھنیگبآ دز گنس رب
 لگ نوچ دنگف رپس بآ رب

 
 77ھتسب لقع ھب یرد هزات نآ

 ھتسر لفق ز یرد تفای نوچ
 

 یتسس درکن یرگ هراچ رد
 78یتسردنت هراچ ھب تسج یم

 
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 (ʿaql) 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 ʿishq 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 ʿudhrī 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 Jamīl Buthayna (Jamil of 
Buthayna), Kuthayyir ʿ Azza, and Majnūn Laylā. Oftentimes poetic attributions could be mixed up between these poets 
who were predominately known for their style. 
 77. Zanjani has this line as:  
 

 ھتسب لفق ھب یرد هزات نآ
 
“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 Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Zanjani, 151 / v. 3847.  
 78. Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq 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 
it’s the day of seeking and uniting with the beloved.  
 
Rise for the world is well, rise and go forth  
bring the sugar and mix it with the rose.  
 
Give to the pasture its cypress partner  
cut the jasmine for the tulip bouquet.  
 
Bring that elegant gazelle to the trap 
and bring that navel of musk to my hand.  
 
So that I make fine silk out of his cloth 
I’ll make perfume from the dust of his path.” 

  تسراظتنا زور ھن زورماک
 تسرای لاصو بلط زور

 
 زیخ رب تسشوخ ناھج زیخ رب
  زیمآرب لگ ھب رکش رآ شیپ

 
 ار نمچ نک ورس ھباوخمھ
 ار نمس شک ھللا ھتسد رد

 
 رآ تسش ھب ار زغن یوھآ نآ
 رآ تسد ھب ار کشم ھفان نآو

 
 مزاس ریرح شبصق زا ات
  79مزاس ریبع شھر درگ زو

 
It is today—not the common time-marker “one day” (rūzī) 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 (khāstan, bar khīz) that earlier 

was used for ʿishq’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. Neẓāmī, 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  
came up to that dusty stranger.  
 
She took his hand and brought him before her 
she brought him into her own special tent.  
 
She sat him down in amorous play 
she caressed him with soul-comforting union.  

 یکانمرش رازھ ھب یلیل
 یکاخ بیرغ نآ رب دمآ

 
 شدرب شیپ و تفرگب شتسد
 شدرب شیوخ صاخ ھمیخ رد

 
 شزان و طاشن دص ھب دناشنب
 80شزاون ناج لصو ھب تخاونب

 
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 (sharmnākī) 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 vasl-e jān navāz). The 

 
 80. Neẓāmī, 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.81 As such, this episode as a whole may carry the resonance 

of an understanding of the physicality of ʿishq as separate from sexual intercourse, which was 

primarily understood within the logic of reproduction.82 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 ʿishq 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  
pronounced what was in her heart unrehearsed.  
 
“What happened to you ten-tonged lily, 
such that thought of me takes your tongue from you? 
 
The nightingale who is preoccupied with speech  
without the rose will remain mute all year,  
 
but when it sees the rose in the garden 
it says not just one but a thousand tales. 
 
You are the nightingale of the garden of fate.  
I’m with you like a rose in harmony 
 
today that is the day of uniting  

 زیت هزمغ نابز ھب یلیل
 زیوآ لد یا ھھیدب تفگ یم

 
 تدوب ھچ نابز هد نسوس یاک
  تدوبر نابز نم ھشیدناک

 
 دشاب لاگس نخس ھک لبلب
 دشاب للا ھلاس ھمھ لگ یب

 
 ناتسب ھب لگ یور دنیب نوچ
 ناتسد رازھ یکی ھن دیوگ

 
 یراگزور غاب لبلب وت

 
 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 Neẓāmī, 
Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 265 / 57 v. 87-95. 
 82. The Arabic philologist ʿAbd al-Malik al-Aṣmaʿī offers an anecdote about a conversation with a “Bedouin” 
that places this non-sexual, physical meaning of ʿishq on display:  "I (Aṣmaʿī) 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 (ʿāshiq), but a man after a child.’” The list of physical actions cited here show a distinctly embodied 
understanding of ʿishq 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.”   یراگزاس ھب لگ وچ وت اب نم 
 

 دنویپ زور تسھ ھک زورما
 83دنب یا هداھن ناھد جرد رب

 
With a quick-witted and flirtatious tongue (ghamzeh tīz—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 Kalpaklı 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.84 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 ʿishq 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. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 267-268 / 57 v. 115-120. 
 84. As Walter Andrews and Mehmet Kapakli note, in this section of Neẓāmī’s text “Layla’s sensuality and 
seductiveness are represented mostly through the description of her embraces, caresses, tender and longing glances. 
In Fuzūli, 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 Neẓāmī, 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 Kalpaklı, 
“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.85 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 selfhood 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.  

هدنارب قرو وزا ینونجم  
86 هدنام   ھک قرو نآ هدش یلیل

 

 
 85. As quoted in chapter three:  
 

 مرادن ادج تدوخ ناج زا
 مرادن اور نیا نم وت یب ناج

 
 بات زا یشوجب را مشتآ نوچ
 بآ زا یھام وچ مربن وت زا

 
 رون یب مشچ ھن ینم مشچ وت
 رود دوش یک مشچ ز هدننیب

 
 وت زا هر نیرد موش رود یک
 وت زا &اب ذوعن و یرود

 
 دشابن ییوت و ینم اجنیا
 دشابن ییود ام بھذم رد

 
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.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 269 / 57 v. 146-150. 
 86. Neẓāmī, 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 majnūn 

(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 ʿishq, 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 Neẓāmī’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 Qurʾanic 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 Qurʾan, 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).87 Jāmī (d. 1492) in his romantic epic 

Yusuf and Zulaykha, a text that parallels the Neẓāmī’s Layli and Majnun in its focus on the longing 

pains suffered by lovers, highlights Zulaykha’s ʿishq 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, Jāmī’s text nevertheless concludes 

with Zulaykha’s sexuality being subdued or brought to its “proper” end in marriage. The sexuality 

of Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq but does not condemn or overtly 

circumscribe in the logic of marriage.88 It exists in harmony with her perspective on ʿishq 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 Iranian Studies Vol. 32, 
No. 2 (Spring 1999): 220-222. 
 88. In their discussion of discussion of Fuzūlī’s Layli and Majnun, Kalpaklı 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 ʿishq 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 (azīz)”—despite the pain that he has 

caused her, she displays once again an ethic of mutual care at the root of her perspective on ʿishq 

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 
saying ‘Oh my soul, and death of my soul 
 
from today onwards do not look upon anyone 
except upon the generosity of God.  
 
When you fell from the path into error  
and you kept a glance on the likes of yourself 
 
you saw that despite your being a wise one 
your name became Majnun of the era.’89 

 منابز زا هد ودب دنپ نیو
 مناج کلاھ و نم ناج یاک

 
 سپ نیزا رادم رظن راھنز
 سک رب یادخ مرک رب زج

 
 یداتف طلغ هر ز وچ یدید
 یداھن رظن یدوخ وچمھ رب

 
 تمامت نانچ ییلقاع اب
 تمان تشگ ھنامز نونجم

 
This final message opens by highlighting Layla’s deeply fraught feelings towards Majnun at the 

moment of her death—he is both her soul (jān) and the death of her soul (halāk-e jān). She dies 

 
especially given the connotations of ʿishq as something which exists beyond the confines or perhaps in opposition to 
the marriage economy. See Kalpaklı and Andrews, “Layla Grows Up,” 40-49. 
 89. Nezāmī, 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” (majnūn) through his inability to act or be the wise man (ʿāqil) 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.90  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 

ʿishq 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 Neẓāmī, ed. Servatian, 512 and Davis, Layli and Majnun: Nezami Ganjavi, xxxiii. 
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Go far away from this revolving mill  
for it is far from the salvation of men 
  
in the house of pouring floods do not sit 
flood after flood came, rise, do not sit!... 
  
Make the heart right, do not think of the blights 
consume rubies, do not think of the plague. 
  
From mastery’s mount get down and descend 
show your own falling into impotence  
  
then when the lion of death comes like a pain  
it brings mercy to your powerlessness.91 

 نادرگ سارخ نیزا نک یرود
 نادرم صلاخ زا دش رود واک

  
 نیشنم زیر لیس ھناخ رد
  …نیشنم زیخ لیس دمآ لیس

  
 شیدنیم لاب زا نک تسار لد
 شیدنیم ابو زا روخ توقای

  
 یآدورف یگجاوخ بکرم زا
 یامنب زجع ھب دوخ نداتفا

  
 درآ تمحز وچ لجا ریش ات
 درآ تمحر وت یزجاع رب

  
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 (khāstan, khīz). 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 (ʿājz,ʿājizī)—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 (akhlāq). 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 Neẓāmī’s introductory remarks that he altered 

the existing Arabic material by placing into it “a pearl from reason (ʿaql),” which indicates the 

 
 91. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 291 / 61 v. 22-23 and 33-35. 
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text’s philosophical import.92 This passage indicates that, beyond Layla’s role as a caring lover, 

Neẓāmī’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.93 In order to avoid this, they suggest that 

revaluing care must accompany systemic change that unhooks the “various links in the chain of 

 
 92. 

مدرک جرد لقع ز ھک یرد   
مدرک جرخ ھب وا رویز رد  

 
I placed into it a pearl from reason  
and I endeavored to decorate it  
— 
In this section of the introduction, Niẓāmī 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 
(ʿaql) such as philosophy, ethics, or theology. See Neẓāmī, 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.”94 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 (akhlāq) 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 ʿishq. 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 ʿishq solely within mystical terms. Her 

perspective reveals how Layli and Majnun foregrounds the ethical import of ʿishq in ways that 

differ from Islamic ethical literature that sees the highest form of love (maḥabba) 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 ʿishq and from 

various other characters’ attachments to the ways in which ʿishq 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, I 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 ʿishq. Zayd’s dream envisions a community that forms around the lovers’ story, 

and the speech he offers on ʿishq 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 ʿ ishq’s medical and ontological implications, Layli and Majnun suggests that the reader 

channel ʿishq’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 (ḥikāyat, 

afsāneh) containing lessons placed on display throughout the text.1 Zayd proceeds to ask himself 

questions about the lovers’s state—“Those two young ones who did not enjoy being paired / how 

 
 1. 

ارادم مھ ود نآ ھناسفا   
اراکشآ دش وزا ملاع رد  

— 
“The tale of those two kind ones 
Became known in the world from him.” 
 
Neẓāmī, 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.2 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  
Lush like the hearts of the fortunate.  
 
On the lap of every blossom a garden 
a lantern on the petal of every rose.  
 
When a discerning eye looked on all the meadows 
it was a celestial place in blue—  
 
there is nothing greener than that emerald 
its shimmering knows no limit.3   

 ناتخرد یدنلب ز شنحص
 ناتخبدنلب لد وچ مرخ

 
 یغاب ھفوکش رھ نماد رد
 یغارچ ورد یلگ گرب رھ

 
 انیب مشچ وچ ینمچ رھ رد
 انیم گنر ھب یا هدکونیم

 
 ھن یدجربز نآ زا رتارضخ
 ھن یدح ار شیگتخورفا

 
As with the sacred space (ḥaram) that Majnun builds amongst the animals, this celestial place 

(mīnūkadeh) is depicted as a space of unfolding multiplicity. Blossoms themselves grow gardens, 

recalling the Qurʾanic vision of paradise as gardens that unfold unto more gardens.4 This 

 
 2. 

هدروخنرب تفج ود هزات ناک   
هدرپ ریز ھب مھ ھب دننوچ  

 
دنتشخ هریت کاخ بلاق رد  
دنتشھب دنسم ھسمش ای  

— 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 8-9. 
 3. Neẓāmī, 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 nasīb, 
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 Sīnā’s Aristotelian approach, views “lesser” forms of life such as plants 

and animals as vital to human flourishing.5 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.6 Yet 

in the dream, he does not know who the lovers are, and he asks an old man standing near them in 

 
 5. 

دش ناتسوب کشر ھک ھضور نآ   
دش ناھج ھلمج ھگتجاح  

 
روجنر و بیرغ زا یدمآ کرھ  
رود مغ و جنر ز یدش لاح رد  

– 
“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.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 294 / 61 v. 98-99. See introduction for discussion of Ibn Sīnā and hierarchy 
of organisms shared with ancient thought. Julie Scott Meisami, in a comparative study of garden imagery in Neẓāmī, 
Rūmī, and Ḥāfeẓ’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 Neẓāmī’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 Rūmī’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 Neẓāmī’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. 

دنداھن بل ماج بل رب ھگ   
دنداد ھسوب شیوخ بل رب ھگ  
 

دنتفگ شیوخ نانخس یھاگ  
دنتفخ شیوخ دارم ھب یھاگ  

– 
“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 (taʿahhod) about their names.7 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:  

 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 296 / 62 v. 23-24. 
 7. 

هداتسیا دھعت ھب یریپ   
هداھن ناشتخت رس رب رس  

 
تخیگنا یراثن ون ز ھظحل رھ  
تخیر یم صخش ود نآ کرات رب  
 
یناھن نآ زا باوخ هدننیب  
ینامسآ ریپ ز دیسرپ  
 

دنراد ماج ھک نانبورس نیاک  
دنراد مان ھچ مرا غاب رد  
 

دنتفرگ اوھ ناج لزنم رد  
دنتفرگ اجک زا تلزنم نیا  

– 
“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?’”  
 
Neẓāmī, 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 
they are eternal companions 
 
that one king of the world in uprightness 
and this, a moon of idols in kindliness.  
 
Layla, the night, the one who is the moon 
that one who is the king is nicknamed Majnun 
 
they were two unpierced rubies 
in devotion’s casket they were sealed. 
 
From the world they did not see ease 
and there they did not reach their desires. 
 
Here they see no more pain  
they are like this for all eternity.8 

 ھناگی ھناگود رای نیاک
 ھنادواج قیفر دنتسھ

 
 یزاب تسار ھب ناھج هاش نآ
 یزاونلد ھب ناتب هام نیو

 
 تس هام ھکنیا یلیل هدش یلیل
 تس هاش ھک نآ دمآ بقل نونجم

 
 هدوسبان لعل ود دندوب
 هدوب رھم ھب افو جرد رد

 
 هدیدن ناھج زا یشیاسآ
 هدیسران دارم ھب اجنآو

 
 دننیبن رگد یملا اجنیا
 دننینچ دبلاا دبا لاا

 
The emphasis on one and oneness (yegāneh) 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.9 Yet alongside 

 
 8. Neẓāmī, 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 
in this way he rises in this world 
 
the person who in that world is sad 
his happiness in this world is like this.10  

 رب ناھج نآ رد دروخن واک رھ
 رس ناھج نیرد دشک ھنوگنیز

 
 تسا نیزح ناھج نآ رد ھک سک نآ

 تسنینچ ناھج نیرد شیداش
 
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.11 It 

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.”12  Yet his speech then gives way to a 

command as it reintroduces ʿishq as the central theme to take away from the poem:  

 
 10. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297 / 62 v. 37-38. 
 11. ʿ Ayyūqī’s eleventh-century romantic epic Varqa and Gulshah, for example, similarly ends with a depiction 
of the lovers united in paradise. See ʿ Ayyūqī, Varqah va Gulshāh, ed. by Z̲abīḥ Allāh Ṣafā (Tehran: Tehran University, 
1964), 120 / v. 2128-2138.  
 12. 

تسکاخ و تسا یناف ملاع نیا   
تسکاپ و تسا یقاب ملاع نآو  

— 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 297 / 62 v. 42. 
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Give yourself to the sacred space of ʿishq 
so that you escape from yourself at once  
 
in ʿishq 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.  
 
ʿIshq is the opener of knots of being, 
a whirlpool, deliverer from self-worship. 
 
Every drink of grief that stings the soul 
since ʿishq gives it, it vivifies the soul.  
 
Much bitter wine like poison 
is flavorful since it comes from ʿishq.  
 
This drink even if mixed with bitterness, 
since its wine-bearer is ʿishq, what fear is there?  
 
This mood even if it was painful  
since it was from ʿishq, it was pleasant.13  

 راپسب قشع میرح ھب ار دوخ
 رابکی ھب دوخ ز یھر زاب ات

 
 ھناور وش ریت وچ قشع رد
 ھناشن زا یتفین رود ات

 
 تسراک تسار ھکنآ رس زا ریت

 تسرایرھش تسش ھتسیاش
 

 یتسھ یاشگ هرگ تسا قشع
 یتسرپدوخ ناھر ھبادرگ

 
 دیازگ ناج ھک مغ تبرش رھ
 دیازف ناج ھب دھد قشع نوچ

 
 رھز نوچ خلت بارش رایسب
 رھب ینشاچ تس هدش قشع زک

 
 تسا کان خلت ھچ رگا تبرش نیا

 تسکاب ھچ دش قشع وچ شیقاس
 

 دوب شک جنر ھچ رگا تلاح نیا
 دوب شوخ دوب قشع رس زا نوچ

 
ʿIshq is itself depicted a sacred space (ḥarīm) that keeps Zayd’s second-person addressee (here 

seemingly the reader) from an overemphasis on themselves. The command to go in ʿishq like an 

arrow resembles how Layla’s character throughout emphasized a novel approach to ʿishq as 

leading to actions. As explored in chapter two, ʿishq 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 ʿishq specifically derive from 

actions that distance the self from self-worship and that overcome fear (bāk), similar to Layla’s 

reliance upon ʿishq as a force that overcomes fear induced by codes of honor associated with the 

 
 13. Neẓāmī, 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 ʿishq 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 akhlāq genre).14 The text’s final call to action in ʿ ishq 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 (sokhān), the text beseeches the reader to consider reading as an action that might, like 

Zayd’s focus on actions stemming from ʿishq, change the reader’s comportment:  

The sea of poetic speech has docked 
find the boat that has reached Eden. 
  
the story finished in great excellence 
thanks be to god, oh Neẓāmī! 
  
May this story be a key to relatedness 
in reading it may there be blessedness. 
  
May both its opening be fortunate 
and its ending be lauded.15  

 بایاپ دومن نخس یایرد
 بایرد دیسر ندع ھب یتشک

 
 یمامت تیاغ ھب ھصق دش
 یماظن یا ´ ةنملا

 
 داب یگتسب دیلک ھصق نیا
 داب یگتسجخ وا ندناوخ رد

 
 دوعسم تسھ شا ھحتاف مھ
 دومحم داب شیتبقاع مھ

 

 
 14. José Esteban Muñoz has theorized collectivity as a way of envisioning futurity beyond reproduction. Muñoz 
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 Neẓāmī’s text puts 
forth a vision that concretely differs. See José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 3-13.  
 15. Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 298 / 62 v. 54-57. 
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The purpose of the story as a “key to relatedness” (kalīd-e bastagī) recalls the bondage vocabulary 

of ropes, chains, and bonds that I analyzed in chapter two, with the term for relatedness (bastagī) 

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 ʿishq might lead to alternative ways of being related.  

 Moreover, this passage’s emphasis on reading, poetic speech (sokhan) and the story (qiṣṣā) 

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 (afsāneh, ḥikayat).16 The text intends for the process of reading itself in this passage to lead 

 
 16. Meta-commentary that introduces episodes with the concept of sokhān include:  

غاب نیا طاسب شک تسرھف  
غاد دشک نینچ نخس نار رب  

-- 
“Curator of the goods of this garden 
as such puts a brand on the thigh of speech thusly.” Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 121 / 24 v. 1. 
-- 

دادغب یارس نخس ھنازرف  
داد ربخ نینچ نخس رس زا  

-- 
“The wise poetry-singer of Baghdad 
informed us anew with words like this.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 162 / 34 v. 1. 
-- 

رز نوچ ظفل ھب نخس فارص  
رھوگ دیشک نینچ ھتشر رد  

-- 
“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 ʿishq—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.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 215 / 46 v. 1. 
-- 

دای دنک نینچ نخس یاناد  
دادغب نامعنم ھلمج زک  

-- 
“The wise man of speech recollects thus  
that from among the blessed ones of Baghdad.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 236 / 51 v. 1.  
-- 

نایارس نخس شکتشگنا  
نایاپ ھب درب نینچ ھصق نیا  

-- 
“The most renowned of the speech-sayers    
as such brings this story to an ending.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 289 / 61 v. 1. 
  
Meta-commentary that uses other terms for tales to introduce episodes include:  
  

زادرپ ھناسف ربخ بحاص  
زاب دھد ربخ نینچ ھصق نیز  

-- 
“The knowing tetter of tales  
reveals this about the story.”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 186 / 40 v. 1.  
-- 

زغن تیاکح نیا هدنیوگ  
زغم زا شناوختسا دش هدنگآک  

-- 
“The narrator of this astounding tale 
whose bones are compacted, full of marrow…”  
 
Neẓāmī, Layli and Majnun, ed. Sarvatiyan, 256 / 55 v. 1. 
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their literary output.17  Neẓāmī 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.18 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 ʿishq’s corporeal work towards actions of 

generosity that themselves create community.  

 In conclusion, Neẓāmī’s Layli and Majnun filters prior meanings of ʿishq as associated 

with medical, courtly, and mystical discourse to suggest that taking ʿishq seriously leads to an 

ethical way of being in the world. Unlike the inherited Arabic material, the text explicitly 

thematizes ʿishq as a force that transforms bodies and it uses inherited motifs to show how Layla, 

Majnun, and Zayd channel the force of ʿishq in different ways. By reading the Arabic tradition 

against Neẓāmī’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, “ʿAbbasid Myth and the Human 
Act,” 45-46.  
 18. 

دشاب هدرسف رگا ش هدنناوخ   
دشاب هدرمن را دوش قشاع  

 
هداز ھفیلخ فلخ نآ زاب  

هداشگ رد تسودب جنگ نیاک   
– 
“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.”  
 
Neẓāmī, 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 Neẓāmī complains of the story’s setting after King Akhistan asks him to write it. This 
introductory section then reports that Neẓāmī’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 Neẓāmī’s son, but it could also refer to other princes. 



 

 271 

through these inherited motifs, as well as through the accretion of meanings associated with the 

term ʿishq in the early medieval Persianate world, that Neẓāmī’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 ʿishq 

resonates with Neẓāmī’s other romantic epics, and/or with the many romantic epics written in 

response (javāb) to it. As the most popular love story of the Islamic world, there are approximately 

eighty versions based on Neẓāmī’s rendition.19 This genre moreover becomes a prominent genre 

in the early modern Ottoman world and writers writing in Turkish and Kurdish likewise emphasize 

ʿishq, 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.20 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, “Leylī o Majnūn.”   
 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 ʿishq in these later works. See Robert Dankoff, “The Lyric in the Romance: 
The Use of Ghazals in Persian and Turkish Masnavīs,” 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 Neẓāmī’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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