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Poetry for Easy Listening: Insijam and Related Concepts in Ibn
Hijjah's Khizanat al-Adab

If one considers the history of the indigenous Arabic tradition of poetics and
rhetoric one cannot help being impressed by the ever-growing terminological
sophistication in the study of figures of speech, the schemes and tropes of ‘ilm
al-badi’. In the late third/ninth century the poet and prince Ibn al-Mu‘tazz set the
trend in his modest but seminal treatise with a mere handful of terms: five principal
“novel” kinds called badi‘ and some thirteen further “embellishments” (mahdsin).
Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, who died early in the Mamluk period, in 654/1256, discusses
125 kinds,' claiming to have discovered thirty of them himself. From then on, the
rate of growth decreases. Nearly two centuries later, Ibn Hijjah al-Hamaw1 (d.
837/1434) lists 142 kinds,” and another three hundred years on ‘Abd al-Ghani
al-Nabulusi distinguishes 150 kinds.’

A study of these works, which also serve as anthologies of prose and above all
poetry, might give an impression of the increasing sophistication and artfulness of
the poetry itself, or even its growing artificiality and obscurity. To some extent
there is truth in this, although the poetry in these works is carefully selected in
order to illustrate the schemes and tropes, the puns and ornaments, and is therefore
not truly representative of poetic practice as a whole. It is well known that general
works on Arabic literary history often speak of “decadence” after the Abbasid
period. This decadence is seen, on the one hand, in the alleged ornateness and
flowery rhetoric of elite style, and on the other hand in the alleged influence of
so-called Middle Arabic and the colloquial language, resulting in simplification
and the infringement of “pure” syntax and style by “vulgarisms.” In short, according
to this view one either finds what is obscure and difficult but vapid and trivial, or
what is simple but stylistically marred and, as often as not, equally empty, trivial,

[OMiddle East Documentation Center. The University of Chicago.

'He himself says 121; see Tahrir al-Tahbir (Cairo, 1383), 621.

’I have used the edition Bulaq 1291 [1874] of the Khizanat al-Adab along with a modern (but
uncritical) one by ‘Isam Sha‘aytd, 2 vols. (Beirut, 1987). The references are given to both,
separated by a slash.

* Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi, Nafahat al-Azhar (Bilaq, 1299); Pierre Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician
or The Schemer’s Skimmer. A Handbook of Late Arabic badi‘ drawn from ‘Abd al-Ghani an-
Nabulusi’s Nafahat al-Azhar ‘ala Nasamat al-Ashar (Wiesbaden, 1998).
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and banal. “The best of them,” said Nicholson in his Literary History of the Arabs,
speaking of poets in the Mamluk era, “are merely elegant and accomplished
artists, playing brilliantly with words and phrases, but doing little else.” These
words are quoted by Homerin, reviewing the neglect of poetry from the Mamluk
period;’ in fairness to Nicholson, one should add that he admits that “until they
have been studied with due attention, it would be premature to assert that none of
them rises above mediocrity.”

It is extremely unlikely that the reigning view on the superiority of the older
poets will ever change, but the generally negative and disparaging remarks on
post-Abbasid poetry may well be replaced by more balanced judgements as post-
Abbasid poetry is slowly beginning to be investigated in more detail. Here I shall
concentrate on the concept of stylistic and poetic “easiness” as we find it in Ibn
Hijjah’s work on badi‘. Ibn Hijjah, poet and katib, wrote his Khizanat al-Adab on
the model of Sharh al-Kafiyah al-Badi‘iyah by the well-known poet Safi al-Din
al-Hill1 (d. 749/1349): both works are commentaries on badi ‘iyah poems composed
by the authors themselves, in basit meter and rhyming in -mi, in praise of the
Prophet (like, before them, al-Busiri’s celebrated ode), each verse of which
exemplifies a particular figure of speech or stylistic embellishment. Khizanat
al-Adab contains a large quantity of poetry from all ages, much of it from post-
Abbasid or Mamluk times. Since normally a figure of speech or trope does not
exceed the compass of one or two lines, most of the quotations are short, but one
also finds longer fragments and poems, including muzdawijahs of 133 and 158
couplets.

Most of the “embellishments” are thought of as features that are somehow
changed from or added to an underlying basic utterance: a metaphor instead of the
literal word, a pun, antithesis, syntactical or semantic parallelism that can be
superimposed on plain expressions. Instead of adding, one could presuppose other
mutations: suppression in the case of ellipsis and conciseness, permutation in the
case of some syntactic rearrangements. There are also “figures” that cannot so
easily be described, for instance the more impressionistic concepts of nazahah,
“chaste diction,” particularly when in biting lampoons one manages to avoid
obscenities,’ or salamat al-ikhtira’‘, “originality.”” The same is valid for a few
chapters that deal with easy diction and smooth style, which form the subject of
this article.

‘R. A. Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs (1907, reprint, Cambridge, 1966), 448.

°Th. Emil Homerin, “Reflections on Arabic Poetry in the Mamluk Age,” Mamliik Studies Review
1 (1997): 63-85.

°Khizanah, 95-96/1:172-74.

"Ibid., 493-98/2:362—69.
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The most important of these is the section on insijam, “fluency.” It is obviously a
concept that is dear to Ibn Hijjah, for the section is the longest of all by a wide
margin, apart from the only section that surpasses it, the very extensive chapter on
tawriyah.’ A later author, Ibn Ma‘suim, who completed his large-scale badi ‘iyah
commentary Anwar al-Rabi‘ in 1093/1682, goes even further, making insijam by
far his longest chapter."” The term insijam is derived from a root denoting flowing,
streaming, and pouring forth of water. In the metalanguage of badi‘, the dominant
semantic fields are those of jewelry, embroidery, and other sartorial imagery;'" it
is appropriate that the limpidity of streaming water is used for what comes down
to the absence of ornament. For, paradoxically, insijam is a kind of badi‘ that is
defined by being devoid of badi‘.” "Water” implies not only smoothness and
fluency, but sparkle and lustre: in Arabic, as in English, one speaks of the “water”
of a sword. It is unique among drinks and food in that its tastelessness is praised
and called sweetness. Ibn Hijjah’s description of insijam, given at the beginning
of the chapter, is as follows:

By insijam is meant that [the text] flows like water when it runs
down (inhidar), because it is free from complexity (‘agadah), so
that it would almost stream forth (yasil) in its elegance (rigqah),
because of the smoothness of its construction (suhilat tarkibih)
and the sweetness of its diction ( ‘udhubat alfazih). . . . The scholars
of badi‘ are unanimous in defining this kind of badi‘ as being
remote from artificiality and free from kinds of badi* (an yakiina

*Ibid., 236-74/1:417-76. See also Usamah ibn Munqidh, Al-Badi* fi Nagd al-Shi‘r (Cairo, 1960),
131-32; Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir, 429-32; idem, Badi‘ al-Qur’an (Cairo, 1957), 166—67; Najm
al-Din Ahmad ibn Isma‘il Ibn al-Athir, Jawhar al-Kanz (Alexandria, 1983), 297-77; Saft al-Din
al-Hill1, Sharh al-Kdfiyah al-Badi‘tyah (Damascus, 1982), 264-65; al-Suyuti, Sharh ‘Uqid al-Juman
(Cairo, n.d.), 153 (wrongly claiming the introduction of insijam into ‘ilm al-badi‘ for himself);
‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi, Nafahat al-Azhar, 295-303 (cf. Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician, 118-19,
no. 162).

’Khizanah, 295-435/2:39-251.

1%Alf ibn Ahmad Ibn Ma‘sum, Anwar al-Rabi* fi Anwa* al-Badi*, ed. Shakir Hadi Shukr (Karbala’,
1968-69), 4:5-194.

""Among the few who have dealt with this topic is Abdelfattah Kilito, “Sur le métalangage
métaphorique des poéticiens arabes,” Poétique 38 (1979): 162-74.

lthizdnah, 236/1:417; cf. Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir, 429; idem, Badi* al-Qur’an, 166; al-Hilli,
Sharh, 264; al-Nabulusi, Nafahat, 295.
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ba‘id min al-tasannu‘ khali min al-anwa“ al-badi‘iyah), except when
this happens easily and unintentionally.

He adds that insijam in rhymed prose means that the rhymes appear to be
unintentional and spontaneous. In the Quran it is seen in the occasional short
passages that scan as poetic meters; Ibn Hijjah gives examples at some length.”
Another paradox seems to be lurking here: insijam in metrical speech implies that
it sounds almost like prose, and conversely, when prose chances to come out
according to one of the recognized poetic meters, it is insijam too. As far as we
can judge, insijam, as a separate section in lists of badi‘, started its life precisely
as the last-mentioned kind: prose that fortuitously turns out to be metrical, for this
is how Usamah Ibn Mungqidh, the first to do so, defines and illustrates the term in
his work on badi‘." Insijam in its broader sense is first found in Ibn Abr al-Isba‘.

Immediately after defining insijam Ibn Hijjah says that “most of the poetry of
al-Shaykh Sharaf al-Din ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Ansari, shaykh al-shuyiikh of Hamah...
corresponds to this definition.” This poet, also known as Ibn al-Raffa‘, died early
in the Mamluk period, in 662/1264;" later in the chapter, Ibn Hijjah quotes six
fragments or short poems by him, with a total of 57 lines, which illustrate his
“amatory fluency” (insijamatuh al-gharamiyah)." Tt appears that insijam and love
poetry are closely connected, for Ibn Hijjah says at the outset that the masters of
this style are ahl al-tariq al-gharamiyah, "the people of the amatory path,”"” or
ashab al-madhhab al-gharami."™ This love may be profane or mystical, or even
both at the same time; it is not always possible to distinguish between the two
categories. Before we look at the poetry in more detail, consider the following
short text, a lover’s complaint:

Khabbiruhu tafsila hali jumlatan; fa-‘asahu yariqqu Ii wa-la‘allah!
Kam tanahnahtu idh tabadda, hidharan min raqibi, wa-kam takallaftu

“Khizanah, 236-38/1:417-21.

“Usamah, Badi*, 131-32; he discusses prose that is unintentionally metrical but does not mention
the Quran. Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir, 429 discusses the Quranic phenomenon and refers to a book
of his, Al-Mizan, on this topic. See also Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyah, Al-Fawa’id (Cairo, 1327),
219-20; al-Suyuti, Al-Itgan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’ an (Cairo, 1975), 3:296-97 (ch. 58).

“Tbn al-Raffa‘, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin, was born 586/1190; see
Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi, Al-Wafi bi-al-Wafayat, 18:546-56, where he is highly praised for his
beautiful and artful poetry, full of wit (nukat), punning (tawriyat), easy rhymes, “sweet syntax”
(al-tarkib al-‘adhb), correct diction, and eloquent ideas.

"Khizanah, 249-51/1:436-39.

Ibid., 236/1:417.

¥Ibid., 238/1:421.
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su‘lah! Laysa I1 ‘an huda hawahu dalalun, akthara al-lawma ‘adhili
aw aqallah. Rukkibat {1 jibillati nashwatu al-‘ishqi; wa-sa‘bun
taghyiru ma f1 al-jibillah.

Sadati, ‘awidu ridakum wa-‘0du ‘an jafakum, fa-ma baqiya
fiya fadlah! Dhubtu shawqan, fa-‘alijuni bi-qurbin; muttu ‘ishqan,
fa-hannituni bi-qublah! Wa-ishghulini ‘an 1a’imin ma atani bi-
rashadin atat’hu afatu ghaflah: Qultu, “Billahi, khallini!”, fa-tamada.
Wa-qalilun man yatruku al-sharra lillah.

[Tell him the details of my state, and all of it; perhaps he will have
pity on me, maybe . . . ! How often did I say “Ahem” when he
appeared, being wary of my watchful guard; how often did I feign
a cough! I do not stray from the right path of loving him, however
much or little critics may reproach me. Intoxication by love’s passion
is a part of me by nature: and it is hard to change what’s in one’s
nature.

My masters, let me have your favor once again, after your
harshness, for I cannot bear it any longer! I've pined away with
passion; cure me now with nearness! I've died of love; embalm me
with a kiss! Distract me from a censurer—as soon as he tells me
how to behave, he’s plagued by inattentiveness: I say, “For God’s
sake, leave me!” But he perseveres. Few people will abandon evil
“for God’s sake.”]

A pleasant piece of literary prose? Perhaps the recurrent rhyme in -lah has given
the game away: it is in fact poetry, by the above-mentioned Ibn al-Raffa‘, as the
following layout makes clear.”

Khabbiruhu tafsila haliya jumlah
fa-‘asahu yariqqu Ii wa-la‘allah
Kam tanahnahtu idh tabadda hidharan
min raqibi wa-kam takallaftu su‘lah
Laysa I1 ‘an hud4d hawahu dalalun
akthara al-lawma ‘adhili aw aqallah
Rukkibat f1 jibillati nashwatu al-‘ish-
gi wa-sa‘bun taghyiru ma f1 al-jibillah
Sadati ‘awidu ridakum wa-‘udu

“Ibid., 249-50/1:438. In the “prose” version I have cheated a bit in giving prose forms instead of
“poetic” deviations and rhymes (thus hali, jumlatan, ‘ishq, bagiya, whereas the poem has haliya,
Jjumlah, ‘ishqi, baqi).
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‘an jafakum fa-ma baqi fiya fadlah
Dhubtu shawqan fa-‘alijuni bi-qurbin
muttu ‘ishgan fa-hannitiini bi-qublah
Wa-ishghulunt ‘an 1a’imin ma atani
bi-rashadin atat’hu afatu ghaflah
Qultu billahi khallini fa-tamada
Wa-qalilun man yatruku al-sharra lillah

[Tell him the details of my state, and all of it;
perhaps he will have pity on me, maybe . . . !
How often did I say “Ahem” when he appeared, being wary of
my watchful guard; how often did I feign a cough!
I do not stray from the right path of loving him,
however much or little critics may reproach me.
Intoxication by love’s passion is a part of me by nature:
and it is hard to change what’s in one’s nature.
My masters, let me have your favor once again,
after your harshness, for I cannot bear it any longer!
I've pined away with passion; cure me now with nearness!
I've died of love; embalm me with a kiss!
Distract me from a censurer—as soon as he
tells me how to behave, he’s plagued by inattentiveness:
I say, “For God’s sake, leave me!” But he perseveres.
Few people will abandon evil “for God’s sake.”]

This gives an idea of what Ibn Hijjah calls “fluency”: no intricate word-play, the
few antitheses are simple (line 3: hudal/dalal, aktharalaqalla; line 5:
ridakum/jafakum), as is the syntactic, semantic, and phonetic parallelism in line 6.
Both halves of the poem (lines 4b and 8b) end with a maxim-like sentence, the
latter being a little joke in that it gives a twist to the imprecation billah in 8a, and
using the colloquial /illah with short a in the last thyme. If, as the earliest known
treatment of insijam, by Usamah Ibn Munqidh, suggests, the “figure” was originally
conceived as prose unintentionally coming out metrically, as poetry, then an
important criterion is apparent artlessness. A test for poetry would consist in
writing it out as prose, as I have done above, and see how long it takes for a new
reader to discover that it is in fact poetry.

Ibn Hijjah quotes some 112 different poets in the chapter (including himself,
with a piece of 19 lines).” Many are well-known, others are obscure or wholly

Ibid., 274/1:475.
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unknown. The majority are late, but there are some lines by early poets: Imru’
al-Qays, with a line from his Mu‘allagah (“A-gharraki minni anna hubbaki qatilt
...") and the line that ends with the well-known words . . . wa-kullu gharibin
lil-gharibi nasiba” [a stranger is related to every other stranger]’' Many other
early poets are also represented by a few lines. Poets from the Abbasid era are
better represented, some by longer quotations, such as al-Sharif al-Radi (30 lines)
and Mihyar al-Daylami (26 lines). High scores among pre-Mamluk poets are for
Baha’ al-Din Zuhayr (d. 656/1258), with 48 lines, and especially Ibn al-Farid (d.
632/1235), with 130 lines (half of them from what looks like a conflation of his
two Tda’iyahs), which is remarkable in view of the profusion of figures of speech
in his verse. Among the Mamluk poets are al-Shabb al-Zarif and his father ‘Afif
al-Din al-Tilimsan1, Jamal al-Din Ibn Nubatah, Ibn al-Wardi, and Burhan al-Din
al-Qrrati. I shall quote and translate short poems or fragments by all five of these.

Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn al-‘Afif al-Tilimsani, nicknamed al-Shabb al-
Zarif, “the Decent Young Man” (zarif also means “elegant, witty, charming”) was
born in Cairo in 661/1263 and died at Damascus at the very young age of 26, in
688/1289, two years before his father.” Ibn Hijjah quotes seven pieces or fragments
by him, with a total of 51 lines, all of them love lyrics. His verse is indeed smooth
and fluent, though not without obvious rhetorical craftsmanship. An example:

La takhfi ma fa‘alat bi-ka al-ashwaqu
wa-ishrah hawaka fa-kulluna ‘ushshaqu
Fa-‘asd yu‘inuka man shakawta la-hu al-hawa
f1 hamlihi fa-al-‘ashiquna rifaqu
La tajza‘anna fa-lasta awwala mughramin
fatakat bi-hi al-wajanatu wa-l-ahdaqu
Wa-isbir ‘ald hajri al-habibi fa-rubbama
‘ada al-wisalu wa-lil-hawa akhlaqu
Kam laylatin as’hartu ahdaqi bi-ha
wajdan wa-lil-afkari b1 ihdaqu
Ya rabbu gad ba‘uda al-ladhina uhibbuhum

*'Diwan, ed. Abi al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo, 1969), 357; it does not sound very authentic.

“Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur (Leiden, 1949), 1:258, S1:458; J.
Rikabi, “Ibn al-‘Afif al-Tilimsani,” The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., 3:697; F. Krenkow-[M.
Yalaoui], “Tilimsani,” EI, 10:499-500; D. J. Wasserstein, “Ibn al-‘ Afif al-Tilimsani,” Encyclopedia
of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey (London and New York, 1998),
1:308; Shawqt Dayf, ‘Asr al-Duwal wa-al-Imarat: Misr wa-al-Sham, Tarikh al-Adab al-‘Arabi,
no. 6 (Cairo, 1984), 695-97; Ibn Shakir al-Kutubi, Fawat al-Wafayat (Beirut, 1973-74), 3: 372-82;
al-Safadi, Wafi, 3:129-36. Diwan al-Shabb al-Zarif, ed. Shakir Had1 Shukr [thus in preface; on
title page and cover: Shakr] (Beirut, 1405/1985), with some 2500 lines.
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‘anni wa-qad alifa al-rifaqa firaqu
Wa-iswadda hazzi ‘indahum lamma sara
fihi bi-nari sababati ihraqu
‘Urbun ra’aytu asahha mithaqin lahum
an la yasihha ladayhimu mithaqu™

[Don’t hide what love has done to you:
display your passion; we are lovers all.
If you complain of love to someone, he
may help you bear it: lovers are all friends.
You must not grieve, you're not the first who loves
and has been killed by murderous cheeks and eyes.
Be steadfast when your love deserts you, for
you may be reunited. Passion has its ways.
So many nights I kept my eyes awake,
love-sick, besieged by thoughts all round.
Lord! Those I love are far from me;
parting from friends is part of normal life.
My luck with them has blackened, with
the scorching fire of passion burnt.
They’re Bedouin nomads, most reliable, I find,
in that one never can rely on them.]

The “fluency” consists in the absence of difficult words and intricate syntax. The
few instances of word-play are simple: ahdaq and ihdaq (line 5), rifag and firaq
(line 6). A sprinkling of antitheses adds clarity to the ideas expressed
(hiding/displaying, grief/steadfastness, parting/union). As in the poem quoted above,
several lines end with a general statement resembling a maxim (lines 1, 2, 4) and
the poem is rounded off (at least in the curtailed version given in the Khizanah)
with a neat paradox, a line that stands out in being the only one that does not
contain a reference to love or lovers” There is a contrast or even a conflict, not
resolved, between on the one hand the optimistic and consoling first four lines,
addressed to the lover (or perhaps spoken by the lover to himself), and on the

“Khizanah, 252/1:441; cf. Diwan, 161, which adds one line after vs. 1 and three more at the end.
In line 6, Khizanah has al-firdqa firaqu, which does not make sense; the version of the Diwan has
been followed instead. In the last line one might read yasihhu, instead of the subjunctive, since no
wish or effect is involved.

**Vs. 1 has ashwdq, hawd and ‘ushshdg, vs. 2 hawd and ‘dshigiin, vs. 3 mughram, vs. 4 habib and
hawd, vs. 5 wajd, vs. 6 uhibbuhum, vs. 7 sababati.
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other hand the unredeemed misery described in the second half of the poem,
where the second person singular (comfortingly included in “all of us”) is replaced
by the first person singular throughout, apparently isolated from “them.” It could
be argued, of course, that such sudden changes of mood are normal in the love-
stricken.

Ibn Hijjah also quotes the following four lines by him:

Bi-tathanni gawamika al-mamshuqi
wa-bi-anwari wajhika al-ma‘shuqi
Wa-bi-ma‘nan lil-husni mubtakarun fi-
ka wa-qalbin ka-qalbiya al-mahruqi
Jud bi-waslin aw zawratin aw bi-wa‘din
aw kalamin aw wagqfatin f1 al-tariqi
Aw bi-irsalika al-salama ma‘a al-r1-
hi wa-illa fa-bi-al-khayali al-taruqi*

[By the swaying of your slender body,
and the lights of your beloved face,
By a rare and novel beauty in you,
and a heart burnt black like my own heart:
Come live with me, or visit me, or promise me,
or say something, stop briefly on the street,
Or send a greeting with the wind; if not,
then visit me at least at night in dreams!]

This little poem is more unified than the previous one; it consists of only one
sentence that is long but transparent, neatly divided into two equal halves. The
lines are devoid of any puns, and employ none but the simplest metaphors; the
only art lies in the artless diction and the pleasing anticlimactic series in the last
two lines, in which the requests become, on the whole, progressively longer and
emptier.

More intricate word-play and greater frequency of it are not incompatible with
insijam. Here is a piece by the father of al-Shabb al-Zarif, ‘Afif al-Din al-Tilimsani
(610-690/1213-1291).° By calling him one of the ‘arifiin, Ibn Hijjah indicates
that the verses should be given a mystical interpretation:

®Khizanah, 252/1:441. In the Diwan (167—68) the poem has 13 lines, of which Ibn Hijjah offers
1,2, 4, and 5. Instead of wa-qalbin ka-qalbiya al-mahriigi the Diwan has wa-khasrin ka-qalbiya
al-masrigqi.

ZéKrenkow-[Yalaoui], “Tilimsani”; Brockelmann, GAL, 1:258, S1:458.
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Ludh bi-al-gharami wa-ladhdhati al-ashwaqi
wa-ikhtar fana’aka f1 al-jamali al-baqi
Wa-ikhla® suluwaka fa-huwa thawbun mukhlaqun
wa-ilbas jadida makarimi al-akhlaqi
Wa-tawaqqa min nari al-sududi bi-shurbatin
min ma’i dam‘ika fa-huwa ni‘ma al-waqi
Wa-idha da‘aka ila al-siba nafasu al-saba
fa-ajib rasula nasimihi al-khaffaqi
Wa-idha sharibta al-sirfa min khamri al-hawa
iyyaka taghfalu ‘an jamali al-saqi
Wa-ilqa al-ahibbata in aradta wisalahum
mutaladhdhidhan bi-al-dhulli wa-al-imlaqt
A-wa-laysa min ahl4 al-matami‘i f1 al-hawd
‘izzu al-habibi wa-dhillatu al-‘ushshaqr”’

[Take refuge in love and the pleasure of passion
and seek your extinction in beauty that lasts.
Take off the old cloak, now worn out, of your solace;
and get yourself dressed in a new set of virtues.
Seek protection “gainst fire of rejection by drinking
the water of tears: they re the safest protection.
When the zephyr invites you to amorous folly,
obey then the messenger sent in its fluttering breeze.
And when you have drunk the unmixed wine of passion,
be careful to notice the cupbearer’s beauty.
And meet those you love, if you wish to be one with them,
while you relish in being submissive and poor.
For isn’t this one of the sweetest ambitions in love:
the beloved exalted, and humbled the lovers?]

The poem is based on an often-expressed paradox: a lover’s true happiness exists
in being miserable, and it ought to be his highest ambition to be lowly and
submissive. This is expressed through various instances of paronomasia:
ludh/ladhdha, mukhlaqg/akhlaq, tawaqqalwagqi, sabalsiba, mutaladhdhidh/dhull,
and of antithesis: fana’/baqi, ikhla‘l/ilbas, mukhlaq/jadid, nar/ma’, ‘izz/dhillah.
Combined, these two figures suggest a punning antithesis of ladhdhah “pleasure”
and dhillah/dhull “submission” that here, exceptionally, goes beyond the confines

“Khizanah, 260/1:453.
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of a single line (see lines 1, 6 and 7) and is reinforced by the fact that the very first
word, ludh (from a different root), is a palindrome of dhull. Yet, in spite of all this
apparent artifice, one can understand that Ibn Hijjah cites it as an example of
insijam "that stirs the passions and ardent emotions.”

Not all poems quoted are on love secular or mystical. The longest poem, by
Ibn Nubatah (686-768/1287-1366), is a muzdawijah of 158 rajaz couplets in
praise of the ruler of Hamah, al-Malik al-Afdal. After a brief description of
nature, it turns into a hunting poem, with a brief panegyric at the end.” The poem
reads smoothly indeed, and approaches prose not only in being relatively free of
obscure diction and far-fetched imagery, but also because it is basically a narrative,
from the beginning of the hunt (line 23: “When the time for the shoot” approached,
we set out . . .”) until the returning, with a heavy bag (lines 137-39: “God, what a
fine and blessed sight, the manner we returned from the mountain’s summit, our
hands filled with the spoils, thankful for the bounty bestowed upon us, thronging
round the Victorious King, al-Malik al-Mansur” like comets round the luminous
moon”). Within a framework of verbs in perfect tense at intervals (sirna . . . hattd
nazalna . . . wa-ibtadara al-gawm . . . wa-agbalat mawakibu al-tuyur . . . sirna . .
., etc.), the action and scenes are depicted in the intervals by means of circumstantial
clauses, extended attributive clauses, similes (ka-annahd . . .), exclamative sentences
(fa-ya la-ha . . ., fa-habbadha . . ., kam . . ., wahan la-ha . . .) and other
constructions. Shooting turns to hawking and to hunting with hounds and cheetahs,
and all of it underlines both the bounty and the bloodshed that is customarily
ascribed to rulers in panegyric poetry. Ibn Hijjah, praising the poem, says that “If
the Sharif could have seen it, he would have sponged off of (tataffala) the breeze
of its verses [i.e., plagiarized them], and he would have acknowledged that The
Chanter and the Groaner does not chant and warble as sweetly.” He refers to Ibn
al-Habbariyah (d. ca. 509/1115) and his collection of poems in rajaz meter with
mostly animal fables, even though Ibn Nubatah’s poem is more akin to the model
set by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz and Abu Firas.”

Ibn Hijjah is enthusiastic, too, about a poem by Ibn al-Wardi
(691-749/1292-1349) which is a versified deed of purchase, improvised when
challenged on 14 Ramadan of the year 715/1316.” It begins as follows:

*bid., 267-72/1:466-72. The edition of the poem by Muhammad As‘ad Talas in Majallat
al-Majma* al-‘Ilmi al-‘Irdqi 2 (1952): 302—10 has 177 couplets.

*With pellets, ramy al-bundug, for shooting birds.

“Ibn Hijjah explains that al-Malik al-Afdal’s earlier name was al-Malik al-Mansir.

*'See, e.g., James E. Montgomery, “Aba Firas’s Veneric Urjiizah Muzdawijah,” Arabic and Middle
Eastern Literatures 2 (1999): 61-74, esp. 69.

32Khizdnah, 272-73/1:473-74. The date, as can be expected here, is given in the poem itself.
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Bi-ismi ilahi al-khalqi hadha ma ishtard
Muhammadu ibnu Yinusa ibni Sunqura
Min Maliki ibni Ahmada ibni al-Azraqi
Kilahuma qgad ‘urifa min Jilliq1

[In the name of the God of all creatures: this is what has been
bought

By Muhammad Ibn Yunus Ibn Sunqur

From Malik Ibn Ahmad Ibn al-Azraq,

Both known persons from Damascus.]

Truly fluent like prose, it is versification, nazm, but not everyone would call it
poetry, shi‘r. It is perhaps not strange that the poem is not found in Ibn al-Wardi’s
Diwan.” Ibn Hijjah could have used the second and third hemistichs of this
fragment as illustrations of another “figure” of badi‘, called ittirad (lit. “uninterrupted
sequence”), which consists in using personal names in poetry in a seemingly
artless manner.”

The Egyptian poet Burhan al-Din al-Qirati (726-81/1326-79),” a friend of
Ibn Nubatah, is represented with three fragments taken from one poem, the first
two being the following:

Akhadhat Babilu ‘anhu / ba‘da tilka al-nafathati
Fa-huwa ghusnun f1 in‘itafin / wa-ghazalun f1 iltifati
Hasanatu al-khaddi minhu / gad atalat hasarati
Kullama sa’a fa‘alan / qultu «Inna al-hasanati . . .»
Wa-li-su’i al-hazzi sarat / hasanati sayyi’ati
A‘shaqu al-shamati minhu / wa-hiya asbabu mamati

Bi-abi lahzu ghazalin / ga’ilin f1 al-khalawati:
“Inna lil-mawti bi-aqda- / hi jufuni sakarati”
Qultu “Qad mittu gharaman” / Qala 11 “Mut bi-hayati ™

3Diwan Ibn al-Wardi, ed. Ahmad Fawzi al-Hayb (Kuwait, 1986).

*Khizanah, 199-201/1:351-53; cf. Hasan Ibn Rashiq al-Qayrawani, al- ‘Umdah fi Mahasin al-Shi‘r
wa-Adabihi wa-Nagdih, ed. Muhammad Muhyi al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid (Beirut, repr. 1972), 2:82-84;
Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir, 35254, Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician, 43 (no. 64), where it is rendered
“flowing identification.”

Dayf, ‘Asr al-Duwal, 292-95; Brockelmann, GAL, 2:14, S2:7.

*Khizanah, 273/1:474.
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[Babylon took from him
some of these magic spells:”
He is a twig the way he bends,
a gazelle the way he turns.
The beauties of his cheek
have prolonged my miseries.
Whenever he behaves badly
I say, «Surely the good deeds . . .»*
But to my misfortune my good deeds
have turned into evil deeds.
I 'am in love with his moles
though they be the causes of my death.
O, how dear to me is the glance of a gazelle
saying in the desert,”
“Death’s throes" are in
the cups of my eyelids”
I said, "I am dying of passion!”
He replied to me, "Die, by my life!”]

The usual motifs—the twig, the gazelle, magic charms, cheeks, moles or beauty
spots, and finally death by love—make for easy listening, together with the smooth
syntax, short lines, and easy diction. There is hardly anything deep in such a
poem, although one notices little touches that lift it above the wholly trite. By
saying that the “prehistoric” Babylonians derived their magic from the beloved, it
is suggested that he" is a timeless, primeval being, perhaps an angel fallen from
heaven like Harut and Marut. The lover, in turn, pretends to have fallen: in love
and into sin. His beloved’s bad deeds have literally been “taken away” by the
incompleteness of the Quranic quotation as well as by his beauty; conversely, the
lover’s goodness has turned into badness as stated in the next line and implied by

37Babylon is associated with the fallen angels Hariit and Mariit and with magic.

¥« .. will take away the evil deeds» (Quran 11:114).

39Dayf, who quotes these lines (‘Asr al-Duwal, 293, omitting vss. 4-5), places this line at the
beginning. He interprets ga’il as from the root gy! (“taking a midday nap”), which is possible. In
the version quoted by Ibn Hijjah “saying” is more appropriate, since the following line must be
spoken by the “gazelle.”

40Literally, “intoxications,” hence the “cups.”
41Dayf, child of his time, assumes that the beloved is female.
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the mention of drunkenness further on. There is an obvious play on the two
meanings of hasanat, aesthetic and moral “beauties.” The last word is a linguistic
joke, playing on two meanings of the preposition bi- in “by my life”: either an
implied oath: “(I swear) upon my life,” or literally “by means of my being alive.”

There are two other sections in badi‘ lists, including Ibn Hijjah’s Khizanah, that
are not wholly unlike insijam. Ibn Hijjah deals with them in two much shorter
consecutive sections. The first is suhilah,” which means, of course, “easiness,
smoothness, facility”; as we have seen, Ibn Hijjah uses the word when describing
insijam. He is aware that the concepts are related, as appears from the following:

Suhiilah 1s mentioned by al-Tifasht in connection with the figure
of zardafah (“elegance”);* some people associate it with insijam. It
is mentioned by Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji in his book Sirr al-Fasdhah
(The Secret of Eloquence), where he says that it consists of the
words being free from artificiality, complexity, and tortuousness in
the expression (khuliis al-lafz min al-takalluf wa-al-ta‘qid wa-al-
ta‘assuf fi al-sabk).** Al-Tifashi defines suhiilah as “easy expressions,
that are distinguished from others even to those literate people who
have the least taste, and which bespeak of a sensitive feeling, a fine
nature, and a sound reflective mind.”

Almost all the illustrations are from Baha’ al-Din Zuhayr, “who holds the reins of
this kind.” No attempt is made to distinguish between insijam and suhilah and it
is doubtful that Ibn Hijjah would insist on a distinction; he is bound to follow his

“Khizanah, 554-1/1:478-81; cf. al-Hilli, Sharh, 311-13; Ibn Ma‘sam, Anwar, 6:270-78 (calling
it tas hil); al-Nabulusi, Nafahat, 311-16; Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician, 119 (no. 163), where it is
translated as “smoothness.”

43Ahmad ibn Yusuf al-Tifashi (d. 651/1253), author of works on precious stones and sex, also
wrote a work on badi‘ which has not been preserved. See al-Hilli, Sharh, 72; Ibn Abi al-Isba‘,
Tahrir, 91; Ahmad ibn Mustafa Tashkubri’zadah, Miftah al-Sa‘adah wa-Misbah al-Siyadah
(Hyderabad, 1977-1980), 1:182 (spelled as al-T.ghashi); Baha’ al-Din Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Subki,
‘Arits al-Afrah fi Sharh Talkhis al-Miftah,in Mas‘ud ibn ‘Umar al-Taftazani et al., Shurith al-Talkhis
(Cairo, 1937) 4:467 (here spelled as al-Shashi). Before al-Tifashi, Usamah Ibn Munqidh (Badi",
134-39) offered a chapter on al-zarafah wa-al-suhiilah.

“Not found in the consulted editions of Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji (d. 477/1074), Sirr al-Fasahah
(Cairo, 1932 and Beirut, 1982). Until this point, Ibn Hijjah is quoting, or near-quoting, al-Hilli’s
commentary (Sharh al-Kdfiyah, 311), which has tardfah instead of zarafah).

“Khizanah, 554/1:478.
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model, al-Hilli, who, in turn, merely collected those terms of badi‘ that were
current. Judging by the examples, suhiilah seems to be applied even more than
insijam to poetry that is “easy,” in that it avoids difficult words, difficult syntax,
and difficult thoughts. One example, by al-Baha’ Zuhayr, is on the old conceit of
offering to return a kiss as if it were a present that could be given back:*

Man 11 bi-qalbin ashtari- / hi min al-qulubi al-qasiyah
Wa-ilayka ya malika al-mila- / hi waqaftu ashku haliyah
Inni la-atlubu hajatan / laysat ‘alayka bi-khafiyah

An‘im ‘alayya bi-qublatin / hibatan wa-illa ‘ariyah
Wa-u‘iduha la-ka la ‘adim- /ta bi-‘ayniha wa-kama hiyah
Wa-idha aradta ziyadatan / khudhha wa-nafsi radiyah

[Who has a heart for me that I could buy, a hard one!

To you, O king of pretty ones, I've come with my complaint.

I want one thing; it will not be unknown to you:

Please make me happy with a kiss: a gift, or else a loan;

You'll have it back precisely as it was, my dear!

But if you’d like some more, please take them, it’s my pleasure.]

The other, following section is entitled husn al-bayan,® a term that should be
taken in a vague and general sense, such as “beautiful exposition, or clarity of
expression.” Ibn Hijjah describes it as follows:

They say that it means the clear expression (ibanah) of what is in
the soul in eloquent words that are remote from intricacy (/ubs),
since the intention of it is to utter the sense by means of a lucid
picture (ikhraj al-ma‘nd ild al-surah al-wadihah) and to convey it
to the understanding of the recipient in the easiest manner.

“Ct. the joke told in Ibn Qutaybah, ‘Uyiin al-Akhbar (Cairo, 1925-30), 2:55 and other sources;
see Ulrich Marzolph, Arabia Ridens (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 2:47 (no. 175).

“"Khizanah, 556/2:480-81; Baha’ al-Din Zuhayr ibn Muhammad, Diwdn, ed. and transl. Edward
Henry Palmer (Cambridge, 1876-77), 1:297-98 (text), 2:331 (rhymed translation, changing the
gender of the addressee). The Diwan’s version has ten lines (Ibn Hijjah quotes 2-3, 5-8). Some
lines are quoted in The Thousand and One Nights (Alf Laylah wa-Laylah [Cairo, n.d.], 2:42-43).
“Khizanah, 557-58/2:482-83; see al-Hilli, Sharh, 309-10; Ibn Ma‘sim, Anwar, 6:290-95; al-
Nabulusi, Nafahat, 321-22; Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician, 112—-13 (no. 153, translated as
“articulateness”); Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir, 489-93; idem, Badi‘ al-Qur’ an, 203—6; Badr al-Din Ibn
Malik, Al-Misbah (Cairo, 1341), 92-93, al-Suyuti, ‘Ugqiid, 140.
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In view of the more precise sense of “imagery” that the term bayan carried in Ibn
Hijjah’s time, according to the more formal and scholastic study of eloquence and
style, one might believe that here, too, he refers above all to imagery, seeing
moreover that he speaks of a “picture/image.” Yet in the rest of the chapter and its
illustrations this is not borne out.

Although insijam and related terms were introduced in studies on badi‘ at a
relatively late stage, this does not mean that the concepts of fluency and seeming
ease were absent from earlier phases. Both terms for eloquence, bayan and baldghah,
near-synonyms before they acquired more specialized technical meanings, stress
the clarity and communicativeness of eloquence that seem to favor easiness over
obscurity. Ja‘far Ibn Yahya al-Barmaki is reported to have described true bayan
as “what is far from artifice (san‘ah), free of complexity (ta‘aqqud), and not in
need of interpretation (ta’wil)"; this view was endorsed by al-Jahiz and many
others.” Suhiilah is mentioned often, usually favorably. It is the first of forty-six
stylistic traits of the poetry of ‘Umar Ibn Abi Rabi‘ah listed in Al-Aghani and
attributed to Mus‘ab Ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Zubayri (uncle of al-Zubayr Ibn Bakkar,
d. 256/870).” Particularly common is the concept of the “seemingly easy,” often
expressed as al-sahl al-mumtani’, or al-mutmi‘ al-mumtani‘ but found in other
expressions. Ibn al-Mugaffa‘ is reported to have defined eloquence as “what an
ignorant person hears and thinks (mistakenly) he can do equally well.”" Ishaq
al-Mawsili (d. 235/850) called the poetry of Mansiir al-Namari “easy of diction,
difficult to aspire to” (sahl kalamuh, sa‘b maramuh).” Isma’il, son of ‘Abd al-Hamid
Ibn Yahya al-katib (d. 132/749), defined a good prose writer as “he who writes a
letter so that people reading it imagine they can do as well, but when they try they
cannot.” Al-Asma‘1 is credited with a definition of poetry as “what is concise,
easy, delicate, and subtle of meaning; if you hear it you think you can reach that
level, but if you try it, you find it far from your grasp. All the rest is mere
versification.” Ibrahim, son of al-‘Abbas Ibn al-Ahnaf, describing his father’s

4QAI—Jﬁhi,z,Al-Baydn wa-al-Tabyin (Cairo, 1968), 1:106; Ibn Qutaybah, ‘Uyin al-Akhbar, 2:173.

Y Abi al-Faraj al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani (Cairo, 1927-74), 1:120-21.

*'“Alam al-Huda ‘Al ibn al-Husayn al-Sharif al-Murtada, Amali al-Murtadd: Ghurar al-Fawa id
wa-Durar al-Qala’ id (Cairo, 1954), 1:137.

*>Abd Nuwas, Diwdn, ed. Ewald Wagner (Wiesbaden, 1958-), 1:17.

“From ‘Abd Allah al-Baghdadi, Kitab al-Kuttab, ed. by Dominique Sourdel as “Le «Livre des
secrétaires» de ‘Abdallah al-Bagdadi,” Bulletin d’ Etudes Orientales 14 (1952-54): 149.

**Al-Muzaffar ibn al-Fadl al-Husayni, Nadrat al-Ighrid fi Nusrat al-Qarid (Damascus, 1976), 10.
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poetry, said he had never found anything by a modern poet that was “more
difficult while being easy” (as‘ab fi suhiilah).” Similar sayings abound.

This preference for easy comprehension in poetry seems to contrast with the
opinion that the basic difference between poetry and prose is that the former tends
to obscurity and the latter to limpidity. In his epistle on the difference between
prose and poetry, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim Ibn Hilal al-Sabi (d. 384/994) wrote that as a
consequence of its prosodic restrictions “the most splendid (afkhar) poetry is what
is obscure (ma ghamuda) and only gives up its purport after some delay,” whereas
“the most splendid epistolary prose (tarassul) is what has a clear meaning and
gives up its purport as soon as one hears it.”* Al-Sabi, himself a prose writer,
exaggerates: certainly in his day, the prestigious epistolary style tended to rival or
surpass poetry in obscurity and ornateness. The issue of obscurity in Arabic
literary criticism, from the scattered remarks by al-Jahiz to the important contribution
on the topic by the sixth/thirteenth-century theorist Hazim al-Qartajanni, has been
studied by Albert Arazi in his article on this epistle.

Although critics and theorists, ancient and modern, often pay lip-service to the
ideals of clarity and easiness in general terms, these are not very rewarding
concepts to them since, like happy families to novelists, they offer few opportunities
to show one’s critical and analytical skills. Easy poetry offers not enough of a
challenge, nor does the concept of easiness itself. We must be grateful to Ibn
Hijjah and other writers of badi‘ityah commentaries that they did not disdain to
deal at length with easy poetry, stooping from being critics to being “merely”
consumers of pleasant verse. To them, insijam and related “figures” are an excuse
for quoting good or occasionally excellent poetry which does not depend primarily
on artifice. The chapters serve to redress the balance to some extent between the
artful and the seemingly artless. It is not strange that the insijam chapter is so
extremely lengthy in Ibn Hijjah’s Khizanah and Ibn Ma‘sum’s Anwar al-Rabi*: it
helped them to give their works more of the character of a representative anthology.
“Fluency” is neither absent from the poetry of the Mamluk period, nor particularly
common in it: it is found in all periods. The phrase “easy listening” in the title of

> Abi al-Faraj, Aghani, 8:365; cf. Abu Hilal al-‘Askari, Kitab al-Sina‘atayn (Cairo, 1971), 67;
Ibrahim ibn ‘Ali al-Husri, Zahr al-Addb (Beirut, 1972), 685.

**Baha’ al-Din Muhammad ibn al-Hasan Ibn Hamdun, Al-Tadhkirah al-Hamduniyah, ed. Thsan
‘Abbas and Bakr ‘Abbas (Beirut, 1996), 6:357; Albert Arazi, “Une épitre d'Tbrahim b. Hilal
al-Sabi sur les genres littéraires,” in M. Sharon, ed., Studies in Islamic History and Civilization in
Honor of Professor David Ayalon (Jerusalem, 1986), 473505 (see 498); Ziyad al-Zu‘bi, "Risalat
Abi Ishaq al-Sabi fi al-Farq bayna al-Mutarassil wa-al-Sha‘ir: Dirasah Tawthiqiyah Naqdiyah,”
Abhath al-Yarmitk 11 (1993): 129-65 (see 156).
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this paper suggests pleasant rather than great poetry, and it is true that many of the
poems that show insijam do not seem to tax the listener, just as some muzak,
meant to be relaxing and reassuring, has been purged of dissonants or “difficult”
features. Nevertheless, there are many other poems that, though easy to listen to,
hide deeper layers of meaning and thought for those listeners who make an effort.
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