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SUMMARY

A common misunderstanding among some Orientalists , and even some erring

Muslims, is the belief that aesthetics is foreign to Islam. This

conclusion is made on the grounds that Islam is restricted to rituals .

Aesthetics is in fact an intrinsic part of the spirit of Islam . A

study of aesthetics in Islam, compared to Western aesthetics , reveals

the two as independent bodies with little, if any, similarities . In

Islam the foremost principle is the expression of the "Unity of Allah" .

Western aesthetics has naturalism as its first principle . This work

involves a study of these two disciplines to show the independence of

Islamic aesthetics. An attempt is made to illustrate how the central
I

principle of "Taw~ld" (Unity of Allah) permeates every facet of Islamic

art .

The general Orientalist attitude towards Islamic aesthetics seems

conflicting. This thesis discusses the factors that have been

responsible for the shaping of these attitudes . Emphasis is laid on

the question of choosing a set of standards of criticism in assessing a

foreign culture . This work explains why a basic understanding of

Arabic literary standards of criticism is a necessary precondition for

a true appraisal of an Arabic literary production .

The topic "the Qur ? an and poetry" has always occupied the minds of

scholars through the centuries . The "aii r a h ? , Ai Shu'" ara (XXVI), was
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I
the l ocus c l as s i cus for this study. However, individuals and scholars

have always been hesitant about the place of poetry 1n Islam, and the

i mpl i ca t i ons of the label "Islamic poetry". This monograph is

primari ly i nvolved with these issues, with a view to explain:

I) The ac t ual circumstances involving the revelation of the last few

ve rses (V. 221-227) of Al- Shu'ara, which gives the most detailed

i ll us t r a tion of the Qu~an's attitude towards poetry.

2) The e ffect of the Qur'anic verses on the field of poetic

com posi t i on in the early Islamic period.

. :
3 ) The specific attitude of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.) and his Companions

towards poetry.

4) The re lat ionship between Islam and the old Arabic poetry.

This s tudy reveals that:

1) Ve r s es 22 1-226 of Al-Shu e ara which amounts to an unrestrained

condemnat i on of poets and poetry, is a direct reference to the

"mushr Lkfn " poets whose wells of inspiration were the "shayarIn "

and j i nn .



(e)

2) Verse 227 of Al-Shuc. ara lifted the sanction from the Muslim

poets.

3) The ear ly Islamic period witnessed a complete revolution in Arabic

poetry. Poetry was cleansed of its harmful elements and now

became subservient to fulfilling the aims of the Islamic

movemen t .

4) The Pro phe t ' s attitude to poetry was simply an endorsement of the

Qur ;j an i c one . The Prophet (p .b.u.h .) was deeply attached to the

a r t of poe t i c composition .

5) The ea rl y Mus l i ms were solely responsible for the preservation of

the old Arabic poetry .

Poetry occup ies a permanent place in Islamic literary culture . The

conf us ion about the place of poetry in Islam can be directly

attributable to scholars who have engaged in a calculated programm e to

dis to r t t he f ac t s to suit their motives .
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ABBREVIATIONS

After Hijrah. the year of Prophet Mohammad's migration

from Makkah to Madinah.

~alayhis salam (Peace be on him!) - an honorific title

gi ven to the Messenger of Allah.

compare

chapter

f or example

and others

and so forth

Ibi dem

that ~s

not dated

page

pages

Peace be upon him! - an honorific title given to

All ah ' s Prophet.

r aQiyallahu 'anhu (May Allah be pleased with him!) ­

an honorific title given to the Prophet's Companions.
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~allall~hu ~alayhi wa sallam (May Allah bless him and

grant him salvationl) - an honorific title given to

the Prophet.

ta'ala (The One that is Exalted) - an honorific title
given to Al'1ah.

namely

volume
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PREFACE

The Qur~anic atti tude t owa r d s poetry has not received an in-depth study

from scholars . However, there are a number of major secondary works .

M. Khan in his thesis, "A critical study of the poetry of the Prophet IS

time and its authencity as the source of sIrah" (M.A. thesis , Ann . Fac ,

Arts, 'Ain Shams University , 1967) , does make a study of the influence

of Qur'anie verses on the nature of early Islamic poetry, as does the

thesis of R. As r ar , "Some aspects of the earliest Islamic literature:

Islamic poetry of the MukhaQrimin" (Ph . D. thesis , University of

Glasgow , 1978) . The focus of attention in these works is the relation

between the Qur t an i c attitude and early Islamic poetry . Hence these

works have not exhausted all the sources concerning the Qur'anic

attitude towards poet ry .

A common characteristic in t he wr itings of most Weste rn scholars is the

charge that the Qur'an (and I slam in general) categorically condemned

poets and poetry . It is precisely this accusation which has prompted

me to make a detailed study o f the Qur>anic attitude t o poetry . In the

following pages , an attempt will be made to show the sea of evidence

confirming the favourable at titude of the Qur)an and HadLth towards

poetry . I will concentrate on an analysis of the Islamic answer to the

question: "What is the status of poetry in Islam?"
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i nde ed , th is wor k would have not been possible without the special

ta vou r u t Allah La . and the blessings of His Messenger (p .b .u .h .) . The

-
cont r i but i ons ot t he early scholars o f Hadith in this regard, cannot be

ove r e-e mp ha s Ls ed : e ven a single word of approval or disapproval of the

Prophe t ' s attit ude to poetry, has been recorded.

I am indeed g r a t e f ul to my promoter, Pr o fessor S.H.H . Nadvi, who has

prov ided inv aluable gui da nce in this f ield . The Islamic attitud e

t owar ds poe t ry has a l ways been one of his f a vour i t e topics . His expert

knowlecige in t hi s field has great ly facil ita t ed my t ask .

am g r e a t l y indeb t ed to the library staf f at the University of

Dur ban- We s t v i ll e who were always willi ng to hel p . I wish to thank also

~ r K Agjee for s ac rif ic i ng much time t o as s i s t in proof-reading .

finHll y , I wou l d l ike to thank t he member s of my family whose patience,

e nro u r age me n t nnci p raye r made my task a r enl l y enj oyable one.



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Tile study of aesthetics is a logical precondition towards understand=

ing literature . The development of aesthetics in Islam began with

the m1SS10n of the Prophet (p.b .u.h.) in the first century A.H. The

literature of this century provides the foundational principles of

Islamic aesthetics . Subsequently, Islamic Arabic literature developed

its own unique climate. At the same time, Western scholars continued

with their attempts at arriving at the perfect theories of beauty . A

brief survey of the development of aesthetics in the ~est may prove

invaluable in empllasizing the independent development of Islamic

aesthetics.
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WESTERN AESTHETICS

DEFIN ITION

The definition of aesthetics has always been an unsolved problem in

Western literary culture. Aesthetics may be defined as the theoreti cal

study of the arts and related types of be haviour and e x per ~ence.

Tr ad i t i ona lly it was regarded as a branch of philosophy, concerned

with t he understanding of beauty and its mani festations in art an d

na t ure . Thi s de finition is still accepted by so me writ ers today. In

the 20 th ce nt ury , however, scho~ars are inclined t o tr eat it as an

i nde pende n t s ci en ce, concerned with discovering the phenomena of art

and t heir place i n human life.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE VARIOUS MOVEHENTS

A study of aesthetics ~n this century reveals many diverse movement s ,

the majority of which have their roots in a period of the past.

Hence an insight into the historical development of the various

movements, investigating both the theory of beauty and the theory of

art, is indispensable towards getting a ful ler und erstanding of modern

ae s t he t ic s .

PLATO: ART FOR LIFE'S SAKE

Aesthe t i c s has it s beginnings with Pl ato. Plato begins hi s t heor y

of the beautiful with a series of negat i ons: not subject to growth
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and decay , not like a bodily frame etc . This negative science of

beauty was counterbalanced by a theory of participation : everything

is beautiful through participating in the "beautiful as such" , The

essential nature of beauty reveals itself to the beholder who, guided

by love (eros), has ascended from the admiration of physical perfec=

tion to the discovery of inward beauty , and thereafter an ultimate

vision. Plato regarded "t he human soul as the focal point of art and

he may be rightly called the father of the movement , "Art for life 's

sake" . Plato viewed poetry as closely linked to the erotic vision of

beauty: no sober speech can compete with the words inspired by

enthusiasm . The good poets, Pla.to affirmed in his "Ion" , do not

compose their poems "by art", but under divine inspiration. For

Plato the good and the beautiful are aspects of oue and the same thing .

The good and the beautiful are merged. Such merging of the good and

the beautiful is called "Kalogathia".1 Its norm is constituted by the

structure of the cosmos . Aesthetic judgement is derived from the

harmony of the cosmos . This harmony of the cosmos arouses 1n man a

feeling of elation . Both desire and intellect are involved in this

exper1ence. Such judgement is objective in the sense that beauty 1S

situated in the universe , and we are all able to have the same

., f 2recogn1t10n 0 beauty.

ARISTOTLE

In classical antiquity the Platonic concept of the divine spirit as

a source of poetic inspiration was replaced by a new concept advanced

by Aristotle. Aristotle regarded the natural talent , the ability of
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the poet's sensitive mind to adopt the gesture and attitude of his

fictitious characters as the source of poetic inspiration . To him

poetry is composed 1n response to two tendencies innate in man) the

instinct for:

1) imitation and

2) harmony and rhythm .

Aristotle placed most emphasis on the formal elements of a poem. About

the universal character of beauty itself ) he has to only reflect that

it depends upon order ) symmetry and definiteness. 3

The tide of Platonic and Aristotelian aesthetics flowed well into

the Middle Ages and the Renaissan~e . During this peripd Christian

ascetism created a distrust of the arts ) but thanks to St Augustine

(354-430 A.D.» the aesthetic culture of ancient Greece was preserved .

St. Augustine sought the principle of beauty in unity) from which its

further cllaracteristics: order, harmony and proportion were to follow.

To him ultimate beauty rests with God.
4

In the 13th century St .

Bonaventura and St . Thomas Aquinas re-affirmed this aesthetic doctrine.

On the one hand beauty was held to subsist in God, on the other it

was discovered through the senses. This dual conception of beauty as

a perfection, both sensuous and supersensuous, originated from

Augustinian Platonism .

The idea of beauty, at the same time sensuous and supersensuous ,

lingered on in the minds through the period of the Renaissance . In

the minds of the educated, Platonism was accorded a higher status .

The Classical works of ancient Greece were, however, not ignored.
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The exaltation of nature was coupled with an admiration for antiquity.

Yet this was to become the s our ce of t he "quarrel of Ancients and

Moderns" , the great theme not onl y of Fr ench criticiSm in t he 17th

cen tury , but also of cla s sicis t and r omant i c aesthetics a t t he turn

of the 18th and 19th centuries.

CLASSICISM TAKES OVER FROM ROMANTICISM

Romanticism lost its sway over the minds of the educated in the 17th

century. In its place was classicism, which made man the master of

nature. The philosophical guidance necessary for the development of

a science which made man t he master of nature was pro~ided by Descartes

(1596-1650). In this dry intellectual atmosphere the French developed

their classical literature , which succeeded in attaining to poetic

heights by pleasing i n acco rdance with rules . The basic ground of

this theory was belief in the ul t i ma t e identity of nature and reason .

For Descartes , the clarity of ideas produces the conviction of truth. 5

Not only that , said Boileau (1636-1711) in "L 'Art poetique" , but they

are likewise conducive to the growth of beauty . However the forceful

elegance of poetry attained by the French classicists was short-lived .

The post-classic gene ration , encouraged by c ritics like Jean Baptist

Dubos and Charles Batteaux , looked for the "je ne sais quoi" , the

unaccountable charm , as the s our ce of poetic inspi ration . Platonism

was once again about to make i t s appearance . But first we must look

at the contribution made by the Cartesians towards forming a body of

aesthetic thought.
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DESCARTES AND TH E POPULARITY OF PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES

Descartes found the basis of beauty in agreeableness. "Beauty pleases"

was a truism generally accepted in fue 17th century. But Descartes

and his followers turned this assertion around so as to read: "What=

. . . b 'fl,,6 plever pleases ln a certaln way , lS eautl u. easure was now

considered the fundamental from which beauty derives . The essence

of beauty was no~ sought in the perceiving mind . Jean Baptist Dubos

and Edmund Burke were some of the many psychologists 'who began theoris=

lng about beauty . However, many of the psychological analyses lost

sight of their object: the psychologist erroneously took human

sympathy and emotion for beauty.

KANT

The popularity of the psychological theories basing the essence of

beauty in human emotions was short-lived . The educated now focussed

their attention towards the analysis of philosophers to the problems

of aesthetics. The leading figure in this field was Immanuel Kant.

According to Kant, when we judge a thing to be beautiful, we use no

conception of the thing's nature. The judgement that a thing is

beautiful is "reflective" , not "determinant", it is not one that

appears to be forced upon us if we are to understand the thing at al l,

but rather one about the thing's relation to our powers of apprehen=

s i on , To call a thing beautiful is really to state that what is "given"

seems designed , but designed for no other purposes titan to facilitate

our uni fi cation of it by imagination and understanding. The beautiful
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1S that which 1S thought of as the object of a universal satisfaction

apart from any conception .
7

Beauty, in Kant's view, became an essen=

tially and exclusively sensuous phenomenon , though one of great

spiritual significance .

ROMANTIC SCHOOL OF POETRY

The scheme of a universal history of artistic creation resulted 1n a

programme for the romantic school of poetry. Romanticism was a

reactionary movement during a period of more than 100 years (roughly,

1760-1870)·, against neo-Clas sicism or 18th century materialism .

Romanticism was characterised by excessive subjectivity . It regarded

the human soul as the very pivot of art . To the Romanticist, the true

artist is one who is free from the shackles of formalism and imitation,

one who pours out the ideas of the divine spirit witllin himself, with=

out any restraint. Romantic styles were various . Hugo, for example,

identified Ronmnticism with liberalism and revolt: Black with

"imagination, the Divine Vision", and Wordsworth with illumination

or intuition. Yet 1n spite of the variant styles the Romantic poets

had much in comnlon to justify the aesthetic use of the term.

Romanticists accorded art the elevated status of "Art for life's sake".

Art was regarded as the very essence of life . In the 18th century

the Romantic movement enjoyed much popularity in Germany . Foremost

among the early Romantic philosophers that contributed towards the

development of an aesthetic philosophy was Friedrich Hegel . Hegel

asserted that art originates from the "absolute spiritual reality",

The goal of art is the sensuous presentation of that absolute itself.8
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Hence t he need f or truthfu lness 1n art . The Romant icis ts ma intained

that since the human soul was a divine essence, it 1S therefor e the

best source t o r eveal methaphysical truths. Imagi na t i on , and not

reasoning, is the barometer reflecting artistic beauty.

What makes a thi ng beautiful? Does beauty subsist in the object of

art or in the mind? Does the use of symbol in literary works relect

beauty? Can beauty be found in surrealisti c experiences ? Is reason=

i ng the so l e c ri te r i on of beauty? Thes e are s ome of t he ques t i ons

t ha t hav e divid ed literary scholars from the time of Plato to the

present day . Classicism , Romanticism , Symbolism and Surrealism are

some of the various conflictin g movemenc s i n West ern literature today .
•

The idea of a single literary theory of beauty in Western aesthetics

can never be achi eved in the present climate. A f undament a l precondi=

tion towards this ideal is an association of the various literary

schools s ubmit ting themselves to a single aut hori ty and principle,

pre ferabl y God, the Absolute. This happens to be the first pr inc ipl e

of Islamic aesthetics.

ISLAMIC AESTHETI CS

ALLAH : THE FOCAL POINT

The most dangerous element in the study of Islamic aesthetics is an

approach heavily imbued with non-Islamic standards of criticism . The

ultimat e r esult o f such a survey can only be negat i ve . Thi s sho rtcoming
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accounts for the fact that Western scholars often experienced diffi=

culties in appraising Islamic literature. The Islamic understanding

of aesthetics is unique. The focal point of aesthetics is Allah.

Allah is beautiful. The concept of beauty 1S linked to the Absolute,

unseen Allah. Ultimate beauty rests with God alone, who is the highest

measure of perfection . Hence the Muslim artist or poet aspired to

reach perfection in his work.

THE FIRST CENTURY

In the first century A.H. the r~velation of the Quran laid down the

first principles of literary criticism. It also highlighted a major

problem in Arabic poetics- what is poetry: a lie or a truth? Qur>anic

commentators emphasised the open opposition between the sincere truth=

fulness of Qur>anic verses and the lack of sincerity of the poets in

their compositions. In an effort to solve the problem, literary critics

devised a code of ethics proposing two contradictory statements : one

in defence of poetic sincerity and truthfulness, the other advocating

the poet 's freedom from objective truth .
9

In general, the concept of

poetry as a lie received acceptance in Islam and the poetic lie no

longer had moral implications .

A remarkable new development was the r1se of the independent love-poem

C"ghazal") In the wea l t hy cities of l.lijaz, using a simplified

linguistic structure influenced by ~ijazl conversational style. This

" ghazal" was of two kinds: one connected more especially with Makkah:

realistic, urbane, and gay; the other, connected especially with
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10
depicting and idealising love. Poetry, witho~t losing any

of its artistic qualities, became less fo~mal and more functional;

style and content complemented and harmonised with one another. A

major difference between the pre-Islamic poetry and that of the

Umayyad age in general was , however , psychological . The "ghaz.al" of
r

this period was based on emotion . . This emotion also ente~ed into the

traditional themes, bringing them closer to the popular taste. The

ethical content of poetry was greatly reduced, in spite of a limited

attempt to include Qur>anic phraseology and pious teachings. The

political role of mucll of this poetry required the poets to play

. . d . f . 11.accord1ng to the wh1ms an fanc1es 0 the host and the aud1ence. Th1s

is especially evident in their "naqa'i9", which often displayed the

debased taste and love of excitement of the masses.

THE SECOND CENTURY

The transition to the early'Abbasid age made no dramatic changes in

the tradition of Arabic poetry . Metrical system and techniques evolved

within the older framework. The permissible metres and devi'ations

were ingeniously systematised by AI-KhalIl bin A~ad (d .791) and

strictly adhered to . In language also , the poets are as precise and

meticulous in their pursuit of lI~rabiyyah" as their predecessors , but

begin to aim at smoothness and simplicity in place of the , sono r i t y

of the Beduin poets . The Iqa~Idah" now acquired a ceremonial function.

The poet who presented himself at the court of the Caliphs, or of lesser

authorities, was required to demonstrate his qualities by his IIqa~Idahsll,

and was rewarded accordingly. Since it was by their patronage that the



1 1 •

poet gaine d his livelihood , he was compelled t o co nfo rm to the i r expec =

tations, especia l ly when the reward was frequent ly proportioned to

the length of his ode.12 The poetry of this period was characterised

for the most past by an originality , achieved by fusing new elements

with the traditional themes in such a way that the effect was almost

that of a wholly new art .

Ye t , f or a ll th i s, t he poetry of the 2nd century heralds the de c line

of t he true poe ti c a r t and the growth of arti ficiality in Arabic poetry .

The s ublime I slamic standards of literary criticism that governed the

early 1st centu ry poe t s , now receiv ed little attention . A beauti ful

p1ece of poetry was one in which wit and cyn icism . abou nded. The

pursuit of wit led to a straining after verbal brilliance and ori gin=

a lity in metaphor. Thi s was the origin of "BadI·I .

The 2nd century a lso saw Abu Nuwas and the other poets of t he latter

ha l f o f the centu ry exemplify a new development whi ch was soon to

af fect all Arabic poetry, not generally to its advantage. Hi the r t o

the poets had lea rned t heir art exclusively by association with their

predecessors . Wi th t he rise of the phi lo logica l s choo ls , t he y began

to per f ect their t r a i n i ng by systematic instruction from and in

association wit l) t he philologists. Its effect was to imbue the poets

themselves wit h a mor e or less philological approacll to their art

and the acceptance of philological criteria of poetic me r i t .13 Thi s

was l arge ly r esponsib le for the increasing formalisation of Arabic

po e try in Int er c ent u r i.cs , and its de generation, in the hand s of the

le s s gi f ted , t o an almo s t mechani ca l recapitu l ation of wel l-worn

t h ama s with a n Qxtgrior d a c o r a t i.o n of "bQdl· l
•
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THIRD TO FIFTH CENTURY

The beginning of the third century witnessed a marked decline in the

aesthetic content of Arabic poetry . To a certain extent the poets

became captives of their society. In his private verse the poet was

no doubt f r ee to amuse himself as he pleased, but the doctrine which

finally prevailed was that his major function was to immortalise

his patron by his panegyrical Qa~idahs .

One of the most interesting features of 3rd century poetry was the

effort made to break through co~ventions in different ways. Abu

Tammam (d . 864) tried to r eVl ve the weighty sonority of Beduin poetry

and to blend it with the "bad}" ornamentation of the poets of Al~Iraq;

at the same time he tried to inject his verse with more complex---
thoughts. His disciple , Al-BuhturI (d. 897), remained closer to the

'Iraqi tr;dition in his smoother and more polished verse. In Al~Iraq,

Ibn Al-RumI (d . 896) attempted to create a new introspective and

analytical poetry, in which each poem develops a single theme in an

organic unity. The originality of this poetry was appreciated.

From the 14th century onwards the use of "badI" had become so universal

in poetry as to be a natural constituent of the finished verse. It

required, however, the genius of a greater poet to blend proportionally

the Arabian "qa~idah" of the Syrian school and the smoothness of the
, _ 1 14 _
Iraql school. This was accomplished by Al-Mutanabbi (d. 965). For

skill in construction and felicity of language, Al-Mutanabbi has no

equal among the later "qa;;Id" poets.
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CONCEPT OF NAQD

One problem that remained f or cen turies , more out of confusion than

anything else , was t he concept of "naqd " (literary critici sm). Right

from the 3rd century t he us e of "badi:" was supposed to be one of the

chi e f components of good composition , and gradually literary criticism

got confused with rhetorics . This confusion prevailed right up to

the end of the 19th century , and it was so acute tha t no literary

c r i t i c cou ld separate naqd from rheto r ics , or engage in a battle to

prove that rhetorics and poetics were two separate branches , and that

rhetorics was only a means to an end, and not an end in itsel f .

The I'JAZ AL-QUR )AN (mi r aculous uniqueness of the Qur'an) was another

lssue that received grea t a ttention through the centuries. This

doctrine of I'JXZ had a notab le i nf l uence on the development of

literary aesthetics in all its aspects . However , this remained one

of the greatest problems in literary criticism for the basic reason

that Arabic poetry go t involved in t his affair, and throughout the

Classical and Middle Ages it could not free itself from this affair .

Labid , the famous Companion , renounced poetry for the cont~nt of the

Q 1 - d' 1 1 1 f h i 15ur an an lts e egant s t y e wa s enougl or lim. Many of the mode r n

poets tri ed to imitate the style of the Qur' an, and the new Is l amic

poets were adjudged as superior in style to pre-Islamic poet s because

they would Wln the contest against their rivals in poeti c tournaments.

The key questi.on was whether the style of the Qur'an was inimitab le
-=--- ----
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or not. The majority of the critics, like Al-Biqillini, confirmed

the inimitability of the Quran and the futility of comparing the

divine style with a human one.

LAF~ AND HA"NA

The central issue ~n the developments of Arabic literary criticism,

from its birth to the present day , was whether beauty ("jamal") lay

in poetic diction ("laf~") , or in idea (lima' nail) , or in composition

("na~m"). The critics were basically divided into two schools of

thought. The f irst school comp~ised the advocates of poetic diction ,

who found beauty in diction. Hen like M-Jihiz and Ab~ Hilil Al­

'AskarI be longed to this group . The champions of this school argued

that since meaning was prevalent at all times, its presentation 1n

authentic words was the main issue. Hence the problem of style became

the main problem for literary critics . The second school held that

since meaning (or idea) was infinite, and diction finite, the beauty

lay in presenting ideas , and not in words . This school gave rise to

the s c i.enc e of "AI-Bayin" , a branch of rhetorics . Even the Qur"an

was used as a proof in the heated debates between the protagonists

of ma'na (meaning) and laf~ (diction). 16

Al-BaqillanI, for example , argued that the i'jaz of the Qur'an lay in

presenting ideas . In an effort to solve the issue Ibn Rashiq adopted

a conciliatory attitude and stressed that both words and meaning were

inevitable sources for beauty. However, the controversy of "meaning

and diction" did not end with Ibn RashIq, but continued well into

the nineteenth century .
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SCHOLASTICISM AND SUFISM

The beginning of the 12th century witnessed the triumph of two forces

which were henceforth to dominate the intellectual life of the Arabs:

scholasticismand sufism . Scholasticism , in particular, affected every

branell of . literary composition , not excluding poetry , by encourag=

ing an intellectual tendency to standardisation on the path of both

writers and readers . Originality of thought , though not stifled,

reaped little reward, and was less valued than the ability to refur=

bish familiar themes in a more elegant manner. During this period a

panegyric on the Prophet (p .b.u .h.) known as "Al-Burdah" (the mantle) ,

composed in elaborate "badi:" by the Egyptian Al-BusIrI (d. 1296) ,. .
became and has remained one of the classics of religious poe~ry.17The

poetic art found more expression in newer patterns of strophic poetry .

One problem which was unfortunately not overcome by both writers and

critics was that many poets had a limited idea of beauty , that is they

were concerned with the theory of relationship between content and

form , which governed the main theory of beauty . This idea led the

poets and prose writers to create surprises ("a<'jab") . The origin=

ality of a poet thus lay in this unusual treatment of a traditiona L theme,

and abiding by established f orms . It was only in the 20th century,

with the appearance of Al-'Aqqad , that aesthetic problems r ec e i ved

greater attention in Arabic poetry .
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DIRECTIVES ISSUED BY CRITICS

Throughout the span of Arabic literature, literary critics like Ibn

Qutaybah, Abu Hi l a l Al-'Askari and Ibn AthIr issued directives to

writers periodically, guiding them to write in a smooth and natural

way. Some of them regarded the memorisation of the Qur'an, acquiring

knowledge of language, as well as the thorough knowledge of "al­

balaghah" and "al-fa~al)ah", the most important branches of knowledge,

as necessary conditions for the training of literary taste among the

Udaba (men of letters).

SIGHAH AL-ADAB

The form of literature (II~Ighah al-adab), concerning the mysteries

of meaning (IIma ' anI " ) , diction ("alfa~") ~nd style, and their

psychological effects on readers, always remained a burning 1ssue.

The beauty of "dibajah" (introductory verses 1n a poem) and charm of

diction were regarded with much esteem.

Imru)l Qays acquired greatness for he possessed all these qualities,

and Zuhayr was great for his realism. Rhetorics, which was absorbed

into the form of literature, had to be justified by AI-Jahiz and 1\1­

Romani, among others.

The significance of single words in poems was another perennial

1ssue. One of the demands made on a poet was that he avoids using

any word that was strange or unpleasant. Single words were supposed
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to be sweet and full of elegance, fo r they were "like beads in a

necklace" . However , the beauty of single wo r ds ~n a composition

depended on their harmonious s etting . This idea led critics t o

write on flaws ~n wo r ds, fo r example , on their balance and syntactical

arrangement .

Perhaps the most sens it ive i ssue throughout the history of Arabic

literary criticism was p l agi a r i sm ("al-sa rqat") . Literary critics

discussed "beautiful and bad plagiarism" 1n their studies . A restat e=

ment of traditional themes brought about by improvement of words was

cons idered "beautiful plagiarism" . It was bad only, as Al-Baqi llanI

determined, when it represented a simple word by word , repetition
18 .

without personal elaboration of the original wording . "1khtira"

(invention) had a s pe c i a l meaning . In t he literary aesthe ti cs of

poe try , originali t y was de f i nite l y meri t oriou s , bu t no t es s en t i al ,

and not the most impor tan t aspect in t r adit i ona l poetry.

THE ERA OF SLAVERY

The last two centuries (1800-19 ) has witnessed the greatest decline

in the content of Arabic poetry. To label this period an "era of

slavery" is certainly no exaggeration , for a close study of the

paths followed by various literary movements in the Arab world r evea l s

an almost complete ab sence of originality . Arab men of let ters simply

dragged tlleir followers i nto the arenas of Western literary issues.
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Arab writers wer e basically divided into two groups : the Classicists

and the Romanticis t s . The Arab Clas sic ist s comprised of scholars like

ra Ha ~ussain and ~afi~ I br ahlm , who were i mbued with French values

and culture , and saw beauty i n form . In the eyes of the Classicists

beauty in life was due to t he sys t ema t i c arrangement and form of the

world around us . Loftly ideas co ul d not be conveyed by weak wo rds,

and hence the stres s on ' f orm and diction , even at the expense of idea .

In 1882 England captured Egypt , and this also marked the beginning

of the Romantic school in Egypt . The Romanticists of Egypt were those

Arabs scholars educated in EnglQnd , and adherents of the English

Romantic school . The Egyptian Romantic ists were led by Al~Aqqad , Al -

Hazini

Arabic

and Shukri , their object was to wipe-off French Classicism 1n

. 19 . . .
llterature . The Romant1cists considered the human heart as

the centre of art . They were of the view that art should emerge from

the soul , and not f rom t e chn i ques of rhyme , metre, diction etc. These

Romanticis ts stressed on t he metaphysical nature of human life , which

logic could not fully compr eh end .

The nineteenth and earl y twe nti e t h century witnessed the advent of

the neo-Classical I qa ;;I dah" , t he Arabic poem or ode that was written

according to convent ional ru l es, mainly that of the Abbasid pe riod .

Form and verbal play wer e essent ial conditions for good poetry. As

in the case of Weste rn l it e rature , Romanticism , neo-Cla ssicism ,

Symbolism and Surrealism are some of the major mov ements in Arabi c

literature today. A bli nd imitation of Western principles of literary

criticism on the part of present day Arab poets , has only served to
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deprive Arabic literature of its independent character . The sublime

principles of Islamic aesthetics now rema1n a rare phenomenon in

twentieth century Arabic poetry. A detai led study of the development

of Arabic poetry from the Jihiliyyah to the early Islamic period

will assist the student greatly in answering the following question:

How Islamic 1S contemporary Arabic poetry?
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CHAPTER TWO

POETRY IN ARABIA

The history of Ar a bi c literature begins with the emergence, towards

t he en d of the 5th century A.D., of a school of Arabic poets in N.E .

Arabia and t he Euph r a t e s border, whos e productions extensive pieces

have survived . 1 The ne xt gene r a tion of poets of this school, of

whom the most brillian t was Im ru~l Qais , brought its technical and

ar tistic met hods to a high level of perfection. Their "qa,Idahs"

(o de s) s erved as models for later generations of Arabic poets. The

structu re of subsequent qasidahs, a lmost without exception, was the

same , with some differences in con tent and treatment of the vario us

t hemes . The works o f th is s choo l di f f used rapidly in Arabia an d t he

a reas of Ar a b settlement in Syria a nd Me s opo t ami a . Consequently,

imi ta to rs and practitioners were found in all parts of the Middle

East. These imi t a t or s were respons ib le f o r the rise of local s chool s.

The poets of t he t hird ge nerati on (middl e of t he 6th cent ury A. D. )

repres ent wide l y d i ve r se reg ions. The Ara bic poets o f the Sou t h

ge ne r a t i on (end of t he 6 t h century A.D . ) were drawn f r om all tri be s and '

regi ons . Wi t h the rise of Islam Ara bi c poetry gained a new sou l

altoge the r .

The beginning and nature of earl y Arabic poetry ha s always been a

sub ject of much debate throughout the hi s t or y of Arabic literature.

liThe ea r l y Arabs (says Ibn Sall'am, one of the earliest and best of

Arab critics ) had no poetry other t han ve r s e s spoken by some person
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or other on certain occasions. "Qapldahs" and long poems were first

recited in the time of ~bd Al-Mu~~alib, that is, in the first half of

the sixth century. However, the traditional belief of the existence of

some pre-Islamic poetry always enjoyed the support of scholars from the

1st century A.H. onwards. Most scholars are agreed that Arabic poetry

began about three centuries before the coming of Islam. The verses

belong to nomads of the desert, but it is not unsophisticated. ' What

tradition ascribes to the oldest recorded poet is verse in complex

metres, with a polished rhetoric and a precise, carefully managed

vocabulary.2 In the pre-Islamic age, poems were orally transmitted

and much previous material must , have been lost or absorbed into the

work of later poets.

In themes and imagery the earliest Arabic poetry has a flavour that is

distinctly its own. In form, the use of rhyme and metre is strictly

employed. Neither technique is regularly employed in tile other Near­

Eastern traditions, such as the Egyptian, Babylonian. or Hebrew. 3 A

single line runs through the entire poem, whether it has six lines or

sixty; the structure of Arabic word formation is such that this can be

achieved without poetic acrobatics. The metres are quantitative, being

based on various sequences of long and short syllables, as in Latin or

Greek.

The Bedouin had very deep ties with nature. He ppssessed expert

knowledge of the desert and knew its horizons and sights. The desert

influenced his thought and his language. 4 Almost everything in the
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life of the pre-Islamic Arab can be attributed to the desert

environment: his life-style, way of thinking, perceptions, social

norms and habits were to a large extent a product of the desert. S

All of these were influenced by the desert life which he lived, and by

the sights which he saw. 6 And it is the desert which has made the

Arab wholeheartedly brave, proud to the extreme, magnificent even at

the point of drowning, and highly admirable to his people.

The Arab is very sensitive and has a natural tendency to be poetic. He

is full of manliness, helpful, hot-blooded, angered easily, and is

strong in his attachment to entertainment.] He is intelligent, and

given to improvisation and impromptu speech. The Arab possessed these

qualities and hence it did not take long before he became impregnated

with concepts relating to his environment. 8 He possessed a tendency

to utter something all the time. When he coined a verse, the vast

vocabulary of the Arabic language assisted him. The availability of

various metres made it easy for him to translate his perceptions and

ideas into verse.

The Arab toiled hard to earn a living, and he was confronted with much

hardship with his desolate land that was almost completely barren. He

set out on his mount and acquired water from the water basin. During

the pollination of the date palms he used to sing: he sang to refresh

himself, and relieve his fatigued she-camel of some burden, and then

incited it to move on. He used to recite verses because he believed

that this music llad a magical power that invigorated him. In this
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fashion he accompl i s hed his work. The words uttered by the Arab were

not r egarded as mer e sounds, nay, they were a power ful medium to

impress on hi s a ud ience , and a force of attraction to anyone that was

add ressed by it or inf luenced by i t s mus i c . And because of that the

composer o f this music was a poet, tha t is, a man of knowl edge . I n t he

o pin ion of the community, the poet possessed knowledge of magic and the

su per nat ura l. 9 The Arabs used to honour that music and fear it:

they used to hono ur it because it was the embellishment of life: t he y

f ea red it because it was thought to have magic and hidden poems in it.

Poet ry coul d be uttered to embarass ones enemies: it could be used to

hu rl i nsults or r evile a person. The effects of these can be seen i n

t he pie rcing "hi j a " (satires) of the Ar a bs of the Jahiliyyah.

Arabi c poet ry is the product of a dist inct Arabic literary cu lture.

Hence i t is impos s i bl e for us to get a true appraisal of Arabic poe t r y

wit hout under standing the definition of poetry as proposed by Arab men

of letter s . Ibn Quta i bah (d. 889), i n a frequent ly quoted passage o f

his encycl opedic wo r k "'Uyun Al- Akhbar" , le ft a r ema r ka bl e definition of

poetr y :

poet ry is the mine of knowledg e o f the Arabs and the book of
the i r wisd om, the archives of their history, the reservoir of
their epic days, the wall tha t def ends their exploits, the
impassa bl e trench that preserves their glories, the impartial
witness f or the Day of Judgement. Whoever cannot offer even a
single verse in defence of his honour and the noble virtues and
praisewo r th y actions that he claims for his ancestry will exert
himsel f in vain, even i f they were gigantic. But he who bound
them togethe r with the rhyme of a poem, reinforced them with its
r hyt hm, and made them famous with a rare verse, a popular
prove r b , and a fine concept, delivered them unbelief, and put
them ab ove the deceptions of enemies and made the envious lower
his eye s in s hame. l Q



25.

Doubt has been cast upon the poems which have come down to us from the

pre-Islamic epoch: these have sometimes been considered as mere

fabrication. It would therefore be advisable for us, before studying

the poetry of the pre-Islamic period, to verify its authencity .

The survival of ancient poetry was due almost entirely to the

transmission of "ruwah" (reciters) . In the course of time these

"ruwah" became a class of professional reciters with a wide general

repertoire. Many stories are related of the prodigious memories of

certain famous .. r uwab'", one of whom is sal d to have r ec Lted on one

occassion 2 900 long poems at a single sitting. Such stories lead

scholars of later centuries to have much doubt about the authencity of

pre- Islamic poetry . The philologists who collected the old poetry in

the eight century were, however, well aware to the problem of

authencity . A few modern critics have gone even further, and on the

ground of these mutual accusations or other hypotheses have denied the

genuiness of the whole body, or of all but a fraction, of pre-Islamic

poetry .

That' certain amount of fabrication took place in the eighth century, is

an assertion supported by many scholars. A number of possible motives

for forgery may be cited . The resettlement of the conquering Muslim

tribesmen in Syria and 'Iraq brought about tribal realignments and

sparked constant political struggles among factions, in which poetry,

especially in the form of panegyric and satire, was a weapon . For a

greater impact, contemporary propaganda was frequently cast in the mold

of a judgement handed down by the ancients . Some pieces of difficult

verse may simply be the work of philologists who had despaired of
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authentic citations to clarify an odd, rare word, but who were never-

theless resolved to explain the word using supposed pre-Islamic

verses.

This question of forgery has already been broached by the Muslim

scholars of the early ~bbasid age (i.e. between 750 and 900 A.D.) who

suspected the truthfulness of some eminent reciters and antiquarians,

particularly ~ammad Al-Rawiyah (95 - 155 A.H., 714 - 772 A.D.) and

Khalaf Al-A~mar (1 - 180 A.H., 1 - 796 A.D.) who, the scholars
:

admitted, circulated forgeries of their own as ancient poems. 12

Moreover Al-Mufaqqal Al-QabbI ('1. - 168 A. H., 1 784 A. H.) who was one of

the first and most important an~olo9ists of Arabic verse, d~clared that

~ammad had corrupted poetry beyond the point of recovery.13 Of

recent, ,!-,aha ~ussain in his book "FI Shfr Al-Jahill" recorded that

religious motives had contributed to the forging of so-called pre-

Islamic poems. lie accused the early Muslims of engaging in literary

fraud. Stressing the scientific character of his investigation, ,!-,aha

llussain first observed that reputedly Jahill poetry did not reflect the

linguistic differences that prevailed in Arabia before Islam united it,

or the kind of life described in the Qur~an. He then formulated the

hypothesis that it was forged, and suggested a number of motives why it

might have been: claims made by or for Islam had to be substantiated;

rival nations like the Persians and the Arabs projected their disputes

into the past; the popular taste for stories created a demand for

verses with which lengendary tales were embellished; and some of the

"ruwah" who supplied scholars with material for linguistic studies are
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known to have been unscrupulous forgers. 14 Next, Taha ~ussain

examined extant Jahill poetry in the light of his hypothesis, exposed

the absurdity of the legends attached to it, pointed out inconsis=

tencies of language, 6tyle and ideas with conditions that might be

presumed to have existed in a backward and disunited Arabia, and

concluded that with the exception of a few lines from the Mu<allaqah of

Iarafah which may have been composed by some unidentifiable pre-Islamic

Arab, the only poems that cannot be rejected out of hand are those

ascribed to poets contemporaneous with the Prophet and belonging to

Mu~ar, i.e. to the tribes most closely related to the Quraysh, although

even those are not above suspicion.

Yet, in spite of all the fabrication, interpolation and dislocation

which admittedly occurred in the process of transmission of pre-Islamic

poetry, and of which all Muslim scholars are fully aware, these

scholars did not go so far as to reject that poetry as basically

spurious. They were fairly certain that eminent antiquarians and

literary men were capable of distinguishing between genuine poetry and

forgery. Much of the charges against J~hill poetry is hypercriticism.

It would have been impossible for "ruw~h" of the eight century, if they

had nothing behind them but the undoubtedly genuine productions of the

seventh, to have imagined the markedly different poetry of the

pre-Islamic age, and to have invented all its particular local and

personal diversities. Besides, some of the great collections were

thought quite trustworthy in the Middle Ages, and there is little

r~ason to doubt their basic authencity now. Chief among these is
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Al-Mufa~9al' s anthology, the "~lufa9qaliyat". A recent study of the

collection known as the "Mu~allaqat" has improved its claim to

legitimate descent. l S

In Europe the genuiness of pre-Islamic poetry was discussed first by

Hengstenberg,16 Noldeke, Ahlwart, Ren~, and

Basset, sustained by Sir Charles J. Lyall but discarded by

D.S. Margoliouth. The most exciting controversy it aroused has

had strong repercussions in the Arab countries where it was subjected

to similar controversial discussions which were by no means less

stimulating and in which Or ran~ ~ussain took part with M. Sadiq

Al-Rafi, M. GumrawI, M. Khidr ~ussain, F. WajdI,

M.L. Jum'a and M. Al-Khu~ari. In their discussions almost

all the points of contention set forth by the European scholars were

examined, but with more stress on the details.

Sir Charles Lyall adds to all these arguments a very convincing one.

He lays emphasis on the fact that ancient poetry is presupposed by the

poetry of the first age under Islam. The famous poets of the first

century carried on with many of the traditions of the poets of the

pre-Islamic period, and the last class of the former were living and

producing while the scholars were at work collecting and recording.

From the above-mentioned, it is pretty obvious that raha ~ussain's

criticism of Jah!lI poetry is the most vehement. It must be admitted

that he carries his conclusions beyond the point warranted by his
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evidence. This can be clearly seen in his attempt to discredit the

whole of the poetry ascribed to RabI'ah. Taha denies the authencity of

an ode by'Amr Bin Kulthum mainly because it is too facile and smooth in

expression, 17 yet when he comes across another ode by AI-Harith Bin

~illizah which presents the opposite characteristJcs, he dismisses it

also, explaining that "all it amounts to is forgers, like the poets

themselves, varied in strength and weakness, in violence and

mildness."ID

While it may quite often be not possible to provide objective evidence

for the authencity of a speci~l~ poem with complete certitude, never=

•
theless there can be no doubt that the commonly accepted n~cleus of

poems ascribed to the poets of the fifth and sixth centuries is a

faithful reproduction of their poetic output and technique, and thus

substantially authentic.

It is plainly evident that there existed a body of genuine pre-Islamic

poetry; poetry, which for many centuries, was regarded as the standard

of classical Arabic poetry. Now there were many factors that brought

about perfection and maturity in this poetry. The dialect of the

Quraysh now dominated over the other Arabic dialects, and it became the

language of the poets of all tribes. The Arabs discovered many feet

and metres, which facilitated poetic compositions.19 There were

many social and political happenings that had their repercussions on

rhetoric in the Arabian peninsula. The minds were nourished; the

perceptions were reinforced; the imagination of the Arabs became
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fertile, their journeys to neighbouring countries increased,

consequently their vision of life improved and penetrated deep into the

interiors of the pagan Arabian peninsula. Christian and Jewish

learning increased and the material life of the Arabs improved in some

respects.

One surprising feature that was conducive to the development of poetry

were the many wars during the Jahiliyyah. The movement for the

independence of ~ijiz and Najd from Yaman towards the end of the 5th

century A.D. also affected poetry. This dangerous political uprising
.

had a stimulating effect on tneir poetry. The Abyssinyan withdrawal

during the War of Makkah also inspired many towards poetry. There were

ma ny flare-ups in the wars of the Quraysh to free themselves from the

Qa~~anids, for example, the War of Asad and Kindah; or the fights

among the <Adninids; the wars in Ru~Al-KhilI and Mu~ar, especially the

battles of Al-Basus, Dihis and Al-Gubra. This life stirred the Arabs,

influenced their feelings and activated their minds. This hostile

atmosphere was conducive to the growth of 'hamasah'(zealous) and

boastful poetry.

The knight poets used to compete with each other about their feats

during the wars and they mentioned these f cats in their poetry, poetry

that invited towards chivalry and 10ve.20

One would digress too far from the topic in attempting to explain the

social organisation of the Arabic tribes. It should suffice to point
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"S id" d "Am-ir", cornmon Ly us ed to designa te t heout t hat the t erms ayy an

tribe's c hie f and leader , seem to have be en used as appellatives of the

orator able to defend successfully in a dispute the rights of his

tribe . Often the leader received the names of "kha~ib" (orator) and

"zi'im (spokesman) because his per sonal eloquence was one of his most

needed and highly appreciated virtues. more important eve n than his

personal bravery . Each tribe and clan had a "kha~ib" . "za'im",

"mutakallim" (speaker) , or "qawwal" (eloquent man) in charge of

debati ng and s ol vi ng general a s well as individual problems in the

" Ha jUs" .

The "Ha j Li s " or "Nad L" was the primitive parliament of the tribe wher e

t he " Sa yyi d " (chie f) often had to defend h i s position with t he

eloquence of hi s words . The i mportance accorded t o t he spoken word and

to the most eloquent members of the tribe was also as a re s ul t of the

f a i r l y de mocrati c structure of the primitive tribal society of the

Arabs .

The same i mpor t a nc e seems to have been granted to the spoken word in

the re lations between tribes. There. not on ly clarity and eloq uence of

spe ech was appreciated. but perhaps even more . a sharpness of tongue

an d the a bility o f defend one's own rights o r thos e o f one's tribe.

The eloquence r e f erred to by historians and literary critics is mostly

i n poeti c f orm. Al-Jahiz (d. 869), in his rhetorical work "Al-Ba yan wa

Al-Tabyin ". wh i c h was primarily concerned wi t h extolli ng Arabic
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eloquence, quotes poetic excerpts as examples . Host of the "orators"

named by him are poets . Also the grammarian AI-Asmai (d . 830) gives

the appellative "fa,I~", eloquent orator, to the majority of poets whom

he quotes. Thabit Ibn Jabir, of the most famous poets of pre-rslamic

times, says that he himself is:

carrier of banners , member of councils,
sharp and eloquent orator, indefatigable pilgrim21

The forums in which the poet showed his skills were the annual fairs,

often used as poetic tournamen~s, or the more partisan gatherings of

the members of his own tribe .22 In any event, the essential aspect

of both panegyric and diatribe was the impact they created on the

audience. Rhyt?mic metre and rhyme, which at this time had already

matured to a remarkable degree, were considered as mnemonic means to

achieve more lasting remembrance and rapid dissemination . Rapid

diffusion and long durability were the bases of fame for the poet and

the major aims of poetry . These characteristics were quite often

referred to in early compositions, as in the following verse by an

anonymous poet:

To the wind, I'll send my poem
constant pilgrim, against my slanderer . 23

Poetic vision was thus reduced to the type of expression and

formualtion able to achieve the fundamental aim of poetry, namely, easy

diffusion . This aspect has its basis in the famous proverb, "ash -

shitr asyar", "poetry goes further".
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One point worth noting is that poetry is a mine of information dealing

with Arabs, their history and wisdom, their literature, their songs.

It is plainly apparent that poetry itself was considered "the greatest

of all Arabic studies". This underlies the importance accorded to

poetry in comparison to any other means of expression as one of the

greatest sources for the study of the various disciplines of

Islam.~* This view has been endorsed by both the Muslim masses and

1 iterary critics through the centuries.

However, one of the results of the development of poetry was that it

became a profession. At firs~ the old conception of the "Shu'ari", as

wielders o~ rhythmic words which exerted magical powers, received much

support. There are numerous stories of the inspiration of poets by

heavenly beings of Jinn. The great poets,however, no longer devoted

themselves to extempore recitals on the battlefields or other minor

occasions; they reserved their powers for poetic tournaments, at

seasons when different tribes came together for fares or pilgrimages,

-
or for recitation before the kings of ~ira and Ghassan, or other

chiefs. The client~le signified their appreciation not only by verbal

L>
praise but also by bestowing expensive gifts, money and herds.

Perhaps the most important purpose of the poet was to stimulate the

imaginative response of his audience so that the poem becomes a

dialogue between them, a dialogue in which the audience are alert to

grasp the hints and allusions contained within the confines of his

verse and to complete his thought for themselves. A beautiful
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illustration of this can be seen in the following lines of a panegyric

by Nabighah, in praise of the Ghassanid prince of Transjodan:

No fault in them but that their sword-blades 26
Are notched from beating on the mailed squadrons.

Poetry was the single, beautiful art which nourished the minds and

affected the natural disposition of the Arabs: the Arabs concerned

themselves seriously about it, they loved an~ marvelled at it, their

estimation of poetry increased, so great was the status it occupied

that the Arabs even had some 01 the best poems hung on the curtains of

the Ka<'bah.2,7 This elevated status of poetry c r ea t ed a sense of

pride and respect in the Arabs.2a Indeed, they were inspired by

poetry, in poetry was recorded the history of their nation, the glorious

deeds of their ancestors and the hazards of their days.29 They

defended their characteristics and noble descent by means of poetry.

Poetry. said the later philologists, was "the dIwin of the Arabs"; it

prescribed the collective memory of the past and added more meaning to
')~

the fleeting present.~u The pre-Islamic Arabs used poetry to

record their glories and the shortcomings of their enemies, never

failing to make maximum use of exaggeration. The functions of poetry

were like those of our present-day newspapers. The following statement

is undoubtedly t-rue : Whatever information we have of the pre-rslamic

Arabs, their beliefs, their religious practices, their habits, their

literary taste - all these have been preserved by their poetry. And

their saying: "Poetry is the "dIwin" (register) of the Arabs", is

definitely true.
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In the Arabian peninsula, urbanised commercial centres existed, and at

its borders Arab vassals of the Sassanids held court at ~Ira, near the

Euphrates. Nevertheless, the desert was a true platform for poetry in

the pre-Islamic period, and the life of the bedouin tribe provided the

subject matter. A poet was the pride and ornament of his people, for

he alone would preserve the fame of their noble deeds, dignify the

memory of their dead, and deride their enemies in songs of mockery.

These functions of poetry determine the major genres. 3!

Professional transmitters had the job of memorising and disseminating

great quantities of verse. Sometimes the transmitter seems to be a

kind of apprentice to the poet'; .learning the craft of verse-making in a
,

teacher's workshop, and later becoming a poet in his own r~ght. In some

cases, the original poem changed at the transmitter's hands.

However, those poems were not merely recited; they were put to music.

And this melody was sung with various objectives: in the description

of one's beloved; at the stopping at an old encampment; in the

description of a desert animal or the desert scenery; and in fighting.

In poetry the satire was used to great effect to circulate propaganda

and sow disputes between tribes. Poetry was said to have caused the

poets to have influence over the evil spirits and it used to give them

control over the Jinn.

Pre-Islamic poetry ' can be divided into two groups: poems that focus on

a single subject; and others that join together. a number of disparate,

loosely connected themes. The complex poem - the "qa~idah" - is



36.

usually more organised, descriptable and predictable than the simple

composition . The single poem often nar rates specif ic events; the

"qa~idah" tends to use a sequence of set ideas picked from a small

32range of themes .

One common distinguishing t rai t among the pre-Islamic poe t s was that

they f a vou red realism to the abstract in their poetry . Their role in

society forced them more often than not to cent re thei r compositions on

concrete events and problems . The social aims the poe t was expected to

serve required him to develop the poetic genres more related to those

aims, namely, the panegyric and di atribe, which thus became the most

generally known and frequently used forms of Arabic poetry. at this

time .33 Very closely related to these are the other topics popular

in pre-lslamic poetry: PFaise of b ravery , wisdom of life , good

behaviour , and elegies for the dead , all of which later an thologists

considered as specific poetic t ypes.

The devel opment of pre-lslamic poetry is essentially a development of

the "q as i dah" (ode) . However, not much is known of the pre-history of

the "qa~idah" . There can be no doubt that the poets of this school

were suppo rted by a long chain of pred eces sors, who perfected its

diverse metrical systems and who laid the foundations of the special

literary medium and of t he arti stic means utilised by them . It seems

quite certain that the "qa~Idah" const ituted a new departu re in Arabic

poetic art , consisting of the combination of a number of existing
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themes of Arabic poetry into a related pattern, and that such a

pattern, once established by the end of the 6th century A.D., became a

34
model for future generations of poets, The "q~,idah" was

regarded as the supreme piece o~ poetry because of its combination of

different subjects. The "qa,Idah", in fact, provided the supreme test

by which the poetic powers were judged.

It is difficult to draw up a blueprint of themes and sequences that will

account for all "qa~Idahs". But an outline may be pieced together -

fairly rigid for the first half of the qa~idah, more flexible for the

second - that can be observed ~n most texts.

The absorption of the pre-Islamic poet with temporal things may be

easily traced in his odes. It may also explain many things in his

poems, particularly the following point which often puzzles the reader

of pre-Islamic poetry. The poet usually starts his ode with an amatory

prelude, "naslb", in which he sings the praise of his beloved. The

poet conjures up pleasurable or melancholy moments of the past love

affair. He recollects the lazy and short days spent with her in the

perpetual solitude of the desert. He gives a beautiful picture of his

short romance. Yet, when we expect him to continue with his

sentimental outpouring, he suddenly stops to say that all this belongs

to the past, to the period of "~iba", or youthful and foolish conduct,

that he must forget all about it, and that it is now more fitting to

talk about riding or hunting or begin an eulogy or satire etc.
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This unexpected change of mind is due largely to the fact that the poet

was not prepared to dwell solely on the events of an everfading past.

One of the more important purposes of the "naslb" is to give a very

attractive picture of love and youth to attract the listeners'

attention.35 Ibn Rashlq emphasises the need for a high standard in

the "naslb", saying that whoever strikes the right chord of "naslb"

"has i ndeed entered from the door, and placed his foot in the stirr-

" -35up . Onc e this is captured, the poe t portrays the more serious

part o f life whi ch is strife, struggle, war and survival o f the tribe.

When the pre-Islamic poet portr~yed the beauty of his beloved he gave a

•realistic picture of her, but he put stress on the sweetnes~ of her

kiss, the brightness of her face (in darkness), the charm of her

conversation, her fragrance and the fullness of her hips and the

pleasure that she was able to give her lover in the joy of physical

37union.

To highlight how objectiveness and subjectiveness were mixed up in the

exotic pre lude of the ' pr e- I s l ami c 'qa~Idah: we give the following

quotation, an extract from Tarafah's Mu"allaqah:

Al a s fo r the dark-lipped one, the maid of the topazes, hardly yet
grown a woman, sweet fruit-picking loiterer.

I see her mouth-slit smiling, her teeth, - nay, a camomile,
white on the white sand booming and moist with the
night-showers

Sun-steeped it is, pure argent, white all but the lips of her,
these are too darkly painted to shrink from the
sun-burning. 38
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From the afore-mentioned it is clearly evident that the love poetry in

the nasib was essentially poetry of the senses. Admiration of ones

beloved revolves around the description of her eyes) lips) teeth etc.

There is an almost complete absence of verses pertaining to the soul

and the world of the imagination. Unfortunately) this trend in the

exotic prelude was to continue for many centuries.

The "t.akha Ll.us " (disengagement) forms the second section of the

"q al?ldah") in which the poet makes his way out of the "naslb" towards

the main motive for his "qas Id ah'"; This may be achieved by means of

describing the points of a rid~g-camel and a journey to reach the

loved one in the distant place where she is) or to ~onsole himself and

forget her in pursuing some other serious purpose) or to desert her

just as she has done him . However) not all pre-rslamic odes contained

a "t.akha l lus ". Zuhayr (in his "Hu"allaqah"L for example) moves

directly from describing his lover's travelling caravan to praise of his

patrons.

So far as the themes of the main part of the "qal?Idah" are concerned,

undoubtedly most of these were already the subjects of those "verses

spoken by some person or other".39 Elegies) laments) boasting-

poems) satires or cursing poems) praise of horse or camel) war-poems

and the like) must have existed long before. The love theme ("ghazal")

is dominant . As in the case of the "nas t b", the main theme is

elaborated by the introduction of idealised pictures of Bedouin

hospitality or drinking) thunderstorms) war and battle scenes) and
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satire of rivals. The whole poem runs from 60 to 100 lines in length,

being composed throughout in the same metre ending in the same rhyming

syllable.

But the problem of the metre is more complicated. The old Arabic

primitive metre was a loose rambic form called "rajaz", consisting of

short rhyming lines. ·Wi t h the development of the "qa!Idah" the "rajaz

was excluded from the range of permissible metres.

It appears from all this that the "qa,Idah" symbolises the climax of a

period of poetical experiment,. during which the new metres were
I

discovered and standardised. The new metres fitted ~he structure of

Arabic speech with remarkable harmony. Consequently, there was a

remarkable outburst of poetic talent, spreading within a period of a

few decades among all Arabic speaking tribes, from Mesopotamia to

Yemen. Laten t powers now became manifest; for while the regularity of

Arabic morphology and the easy flow of the speech forms made it easy to

compose a few rhyming verses, it took great poetical talent to

v

expand the poem to sixty or eighty lines and to preserve throughout the
yQ

same level of artistic achievement.

While the poet relied heavily on his innate poetic talent to compose a

good composition, he was quite restricted. The audience played a very

important role in standardising the structure of the "qa,idah". The

poet had not only to incite tribal pride or stress his patrons self-

importance; he was compelled to keep within the range of themes which



41.

his audience understood, trying to evoke_the~r feeling~~~ ~~p.tivate

them by a stunning picture of subjects with which they were familiar

41and on which they were ready to support their judgement.- Had the

poet attempted to introduce a ne~ or wider range of ideas, he would

have outstripped their understanding and lost contact with them.

One of the resultant effects of the development of poetry as a

profession was the stereotyping of the 'qal?Idah'. This was the growth of

a system of apprenticeship to the new profession. A prominent poet had

in his train one or more "rawis", "reciters", who learned his

productions by heart and transmitted them to others, so that they.
I

passed from mouth to mouth over a greater range of t~rritory. Once a

"rawi" had learned the technical skills of handling the "q asIdah'", he

might well become a poet on his own account. Obviously, he would not

have been as spontaneous as his master. One "raw!", at least, became a

greater poet (in the eyes of the masses) than his master, namely
I

Zuhair, the "raw!" of Aws Bin ~ajar. However, many Arabic philologists

held a lower estimation of Zuhair and his followers because they were

typical "slaves of poetry", dependent on their addiction to technique

as against the compositions of the "poets by nature".

The "qa~id" poets also reflected certain linguistic and aesthetic

features which were to dominate all later Arabic poetry. Most

important of these is verbal concision. Metaphors are restricted to a

few traditional images, mainly relating to war and feasting; similes,

on the other hand, are extensively used to enhance the imaginative
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content of a descriptive passage. The most fully developed sections

are usually those devoted to descriptions of animals. which are

strikingly realistic. Throughout. the poet appeals to the hearer's

in portraying a concrete visual image.

known in advance.

Form therefore acquired supreme status;

A good piece of poetry was one in which the poet was successful
c. 1

The content of most poems were /

The entire emotional response was determined by I
/

the content was me~form.

eye.

the medium to focus the excellence of form. However. this formal

excellence could not be achieved without an intelligent use of the

poet's imagination. Excessive elaboration of any theme was. in

general. avoid ed. except for a limited range of accepted exaggerations.
I

in boasting and panegyric.

From the above. it may appear that all pre-Islamic poetry was stereo=

typed and there existed little difference in poems. This is definitely

not the case. One need not look further than the famous collection

called the "Mu~allaqit"~2 an anthology of seven "Golden Odes" made

by a "raw!" of the eight century. to which three other odes are
43

commonly added. The ten poems are by the masters of pre-Islami c

d h i d ~~poetry. an eac s. regar ed as its author's masterpiece~~ No two

of them are alike. and only one is an outright panegyric. tha~ of

Zuhair. most of whose collection is devoted to the praise of two chiefs

for composing a feud. The "mu"allaqah" of his fellow tribesman

Nabighah. is an apology mingled with panegyric addressed to the king of

t he Arab state of Hiri on the Euphrates. of whom he was the court poet

for a short period.
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Two other poems are addressed to an earlier king of ~iri, by poets of

rival tribal groups. 'Amr Ibn KUlthum, the spokesman of the tribe of

Taghlib, who ranged the north-eastern quarter of the Syrian desert,

presents a defiant expression of tribal pride:

With what intent, O'Amr 80n of Hind, do you scorn us,
and follow the whim of those who embroider against us?

With what intent, O~Amr son of Hind, are we to be made
domestics under the thumb of your little kinglet~

Be sparing in menace, do gently with threats against us ­
when, pray, did ~ come to be your mother's minions?

Our spearshafts, 0 f.Amr, are tough, and have foiled the efforts
of enemies before your time to cause them to bend.45

The poem of his rival, Al-Harith rbn ~illizah of th~ tribe of Bakr on

the lower Euphr a t es , is a fairly successful combination of boasting and

satire. This poem is essentially full of praise towards King "Am r Ibn

Hi nd .

The remainder are mainly poems of self-praise. First, in the opinion

of many critics, in poetic merit is . the mU'allaqah of Imru ' 1 QaLs , the

exiled son of the ruler of a north-Arabian kingdom. His poem is

completely self-centred, and noted for its love passages and natural

46
descriptions, including a beautiful picture of a thunderstorm.

This self-centredness is also found in the poems of~Antarah, slave-

born hero of the tribe of ~bs, who was in the habit of boasting of his

skills in the battlefield. This trait is also visible in the Bakrite

Tarafah, who was mainly concerned with the five points of his she-

came l and his skill in the tavern.

/
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The two latest, Labld and Al-A'sha, belonged to t he last gene r a t i on of

pre-Islamic poets. It was at about this time that the "qa~Idah" became

standardised, in respect of techniques and themes. Labid specialised

in scenes of animal l i f e, whi l e ·Al - A· s ha' s favourite t o pi c wa s love and

drinking . Both poe t s boa s ted of their own exploits and that of their

tribes.

While the contents of a poem were to a large extent determined by the

dictates of the audience , the pre-Islamic poet took it as a liberty

upon himse lf to indulge in the exultation of his personal qualities and

his own deeds and experience , ~n his ode. He was very proud of

himself, proud even when he talked of his lost Love v, In the erotic

"naslb", we sometimes find points which compel us to believe that he

was boasting while talking about his love, especially when he

ce Lebra t ed the beauty of the women-captives taken away by him an d his

own people from a defeated enemy-tribe, or when be bragged of having

been ab le to seduce married women or capture the fancy of naive virgins

etc . Lmru? ,1 Qais ended an account of a night - visit to his beloved

say ing:

That night I was very much loved by her,
while her husband beca me disquiet and suspicious . ·47

The poet praises not only his beloved or camel , but boasts about

himself at great lengths , often reducing his verse to sheer exaggera=

t Lon . Al- Nabi ghah , for example, esti mates himself in t he followi ng

verse:
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Kings and brothers-whenever I come to them 1 would be given
control of their wealth and advanced in favo~r.48

Altogether, some hundreds of "qa~idah's" have come down to uS ,more or

less authenticated . 49 In addition to the "dlwans" of the ten

poets of the "Mu'a11aqit" and of several others, there existed another

collection contemporary with the "MuLallaqat" and named after its

compiler (the philogogist Al-Mufa~~al), the "Mufa~~aliyat". This

collection contains about 120 odes and fragments, mainly from lesser

pre-Islamic poets, and t he r e are several other collections of less

time. Although the "qa,Idah" represents the climax of the poetic art

in Arabia, it was by no means the only form of poetry. Alongside it

there existed a vast collection of shorter poems, elegies, inpromptus,

etc . Most of these have come down in anthologies of excerpts, the most

reputed being the Diwin-~amisah(Po~ms of bravery), compiled by Ab~

Tamruarn , a famous poet of the ninth century.

One of the more favoured types of Jihili poetry, especially among the

professionals, was the eulogy . The eulogy was generally addressed to

kings and tribal leaders, often encouraging them into battle . An

example of this can be seen in the following verses which are part of a

poem by Al-Nibighah, addressed to Al-Nu"man rbn AI-Munzir) last of the

Lakhmid rulers of Al-Hira (reigned 580-602 A.D.):

)
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For you are (as) a sun, and the (other) kings are stars; when

(your sun) rises , not one star appears from amongst them .

So do not leave me with a threat , as though I were to other men
(as) one smeared with pitch, a scabby (camel).

Do you not see that God has given you great might, (so that) you
see every king quivering before it?50

Strange significance was attached to the satire (hiji), in which the

old conception of the poet as the mouthpiece of supernatural forces

51
still remained . Words were regarded as having mystical and

magical power . Poetry was a source of pride; and the poet who, by

skilful use of imagery in taut phrases , could play upon the emotions of

his hearers, was not merely praised as an artist but celeprated as the

protector and guarantor of the honour of the tribe and a dangerous

weapon against its enemies . Tribal contests were fought out on the

battlefield as well as respective poets taunting each other

( "mufikharah") • The Arabs were strongly inclined to t he satire and

52even used it against chiefs and tribal elders .

One must be aware of the fact that there is still another type of

composition, narrative poetry . ~AdI Bin Zaid, Al - Nabighah and Al-A':

shi have tried their skill in this field - but on widely different

matters . This narrative poetry impressed many literary critics . lbn

Taba Taba, for example, who had a marked distaste for large quotations ,

seems to be very impressed by the ballad composed by Al-A~sha. Above

all, he praises the fact that nothing is artificial and nothing is

missing from the tale . 53
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The pre-Islamic poet also reached heights in poetry mourn1ng the dead.

The poetess Al- Khansa, for example, portrays a beautiful picture of

permanence by means of effective use of imagery, on mourning the death

of her brother Sakhr:

So I shall weep for you, so long as the ringdove laments
and the night stars shine for the night traveller,

And I shall never make peace with a people with whom you
were at war, not till the black cooking-pot of the (good) host
becomes whi te I 54

A striking feature 1s the almo~t total ,absence of love-poetry (apart.
from the "nasIb"). Wine songs ("khamariyyah") and hunting-poems

C",!,ardiyyah") are rare. There seemed to be some structural and

thematic differences in the productions of the urban poets, as compared

SI:
to the rural ones,:J but little of these have come down to us

except some of the drinking-songs and religious poetry of 'Adi Bin Zayd

of ~ira, and the religious poems ascribed to Umayyah Bin Ab! Al-~al; of

Tei' if.

The professional poet acting as a propagandist for gain is said to have

appeared during the last phase of the pre-rslamic period. SS

Al-Nabighah is said to have lost some of his tribal honour among his

people, Banu Dubyan, because be accepted gifts of kings for his

eulogies. Al-A'sha gained prestige because of his position as a

peripatetic professional propagandist, travelling from one patron to

another, offering himself as arbiter.
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The early attempts at Arabic literary criticism ("naqd ") were simple

and primitive : it began at festivals. market places and large

assemblies . The most famous of these venues were the fairs at

'Ukaz . 57 At the various celebrations the Arabs exchanged useful

commodities and recited verses to each other . competing in excellence.

During these sessions the eloquent chiefs used to criticise their

50
poetry and express their preference of some poets over others.

Evidence of poetic criticism can be seen in the fact that when

Al-Nabighah Al-ZibyanI entered Yathrib and recited his poetic melodies.

he was praised. Ta rafah was also said to have reproved Al-Hutalmis for

his description of camels . An9~~er poet. Al-Huhalhal Bin Rabi~ah , was

also rebuked by the masses for his exaggeration.

At one instance the Arabs rebuked Al-Nabighah Al-ZibaynI and Bashar Bin

Abi Khazin for certain weaknesses in their poetry, viz .• differences in

rhyme. No one was able to speak to Al-Nabighah frankly about this

fault. until he entered Yathrib once. The relevant verse was recited

to him and he immediately realised the deficiency . As for Bashar Bin

Abl Khazin. his brother Sawadah pointed his error to him . In the ~ijaz

province the Quraysh were generally regarded as the most learned.

~ammad AI-Rawiyah reports that the Arabs used to present their poetry to

the Quraysh: Whatever they rejected was regarded as inferior

poetry.59
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These incidents are proof of the existence of literary cr it icism during

the pre-rslamic period. In view of all thi~ evidence, it seems proper

to conclude that poetry during the Jahillyah almost became a science:

people studied poetry and took lessons in it. The poety of Zuhayr Bin

Abi Salmi was said to have improved dramatically after his contact with

Bashshamah Bin Al-Qadir.

Credit is due to the pre-Islamic Arabs for producing poetry that was

Arabic in composition: Arabic in so far as its feet, methods, aims and

spirit were concerned. No matter what spiritual trends confronted the

Arabs, due to the Christians ahd "other civilisations in the sixth

century, Arabic poetry remained loyal to its pure original ·c ha r a c t e r

and continued on its path to literary glory.

However, this perfection in poetry was reached after much experimenta=

tion and correction . pre-Islamic poetry was exposed to many forces of

refinement until it ~cached the state of perfection which we find at the

end of the sixth century . The animating singsong which remained the

nucleus of poe try, was explained; the "qa s Ldah " was s t r e ng t hened .

Tarafah, for example, did not master the principles of Arabic poetry

all at once, his poetry reached perfection only after much experimenta=

tion, correction and refinement .

If ever there was a single source of information that reflected the

social, cultural, political and religious life of the pre -Islamic

Arabs, it was undoubtedly poetry. Since the Jihil[ poets were reput ed
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to have contact with divine powers, they were respected almost as if

they were prophets. Hence they believed their poetry to be pure and

sacred . Pre-Islamic poetry with its highly effective word concision,

realistic description and independent style , together with its

religious tag, seemed to create a picture of poetry par excellence; to

the extent that throughout the development of Arabic literary culture

it was regarded as the standard to judge all other poetry. But this

poetry had grave defects .

Jahill poetry was based on an ideology which had fundamental

weaknesses . The Arabs were co~~~sed about their concept of God: the

majority of them resorted to idol worship. The social life of the

Arabs compared with the worst in other parts of the Middle East an d Europe .

Excessive drinking and adultery were regarded as virtues. For the

Arab, engaging in battles was a common way of life . The grave

deficiences were mirrored in their poems, reducing it to a poetry tllat

was to a large extent sensual, immoral and atheistic . For example, one

of the greatest Jahili poets, Imr u? 1 Qa is , openly admitted being a

60very successful adulterer . Whatever the pre-Islamic poets

achieved by way of structure and style, was lost in content . Arabic

poetry was now in need of a revolution, a revolution that would upgrade

its content to match it ·with a form that was supreme. But this

revolution in poetry could never be achieved without a revolution that

encompassed all aspects of Arab life. This began at the dawn of the

seventh century.
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CHAPTEr, THREE

CENSORSHIP OF POETICS BY TilE QU R' AN

The to pic "the Qur ' an and poetry "has occup ied the minds of scholar s

from t he f i r s t c en tu r y A.I\ . to the pre s e nt da y. The cha pt er AI- Shu

'u r fi ( XXVI) was t he locus classicus for t his stud y . Howe ver, s cholar s

ha ve al ways rema i ne d d ivided ov er the i mgli cations of the label

Islamic poetry. Some had even ar rived at the c onc l us i on t hat poetry

had no pl a ce in Is lam. This apparent confusion was due mainly to a

poor unde r s t a nd i ng of the meaning of verses 221 -22 7 of chapter XXVI ­

which provide the mo s t detailed Qur>anic account of poets and poetry ­

and t he ci rc umsta nce s surrounding their r ev el at i on . In t his c ha pter,

a n attempt will be made to illustrate the cli mat e in whicll the vari ou s

Qur >anic verses r e lating to poetry were revealed, a nd expl ain s ome of

the genre o f poe try that may be c l a s s ed "I s lami c" .

In pre -Islam ic Arabia , poe t r y wa s a s tat us symbo l . I t wa s th e academy

t hat s a f eg uarde d the ir culture and a l iVing symbo l of beauty among

them . Hi th t he a dve n t fo the Pr o phe t (p .b.u .h.) poetry became a medium

fo r the Necca ns t o d irect their attack on t he Qur 'an and I slam in

ge ne r a l . l The la s t seven verses of "surah AI-Shu "ara" were revea led

as a de f en c e of t he Prophet and Islam . Th i s Heccan c rit ic i sm o f t he

Qur'in bei ng poetry, received the attention of scholars th roughout the

c cu t u r l e s . Al -Il :l q lll iin[ (d. 1015), in the cha pte r "On t he nega ti on of
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poetry in the Qur~an" in his Kitab I 'jaz AI-Qur'an (On the inimit=

ability of the Qur~an) discussed at length all the formal aspects in

the traditional definition of poetry to show that they were not really

present in the Qur'inic text; and over a century later Al-Zamaksharf

(d. 1143) in his exegesis of the texts pointed out:

Poetry is a rhymed and metrically rhythmic speech expressing Cl

meaning; and what comparison can be drawn between metre, rhyme
a nd me anings which the poets use, with the ones found in the
Qur'an, in matters of composition and style?2

The inimitability and miraculous uniqueness of the Qur~in, applied

since early times to its literary composition and linguistic

expression, exe r t ed a great influence on Arabic literature. Literary

perfection and literary beauty are found in the Qur~~nic text, which

possesses these qualities to an inimitable degree without being poeti c.

The importance of the literary uniqueness of the Qur~an lies in the

fact that without being "poetry" or "poetic ", it surpass es in style

even the most accomplished stylists. Towards the cnd of the ni.nt h

c entury Al r-Nuba r r ad used this argument in his KiUib AI-Bad r', a nd i t ....as

r e poa t ed as va l Id in the fift eenth century by AI-Suyu~r (d. 15 05) in

Al-~larrakushI's quotation:

Ea c h of t he ki nds of dis c our se ha s it s o.... n s ty l is t ic st r uc ture .

The Qu r a l fin unit e s th e beauties o f a ll o f t hem in a style othe r
than t hei r s . 3
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In the early centuries the protagonists and opponents of poetry used

the Qur'an at great lengths to defend their standpoints. The words of

the Qur'an were often described as "loose" speech . 4 Some of the

writers who defamed poe try used as' an argument the fact that the Qu r 'an

is in "loose" speech , independent of the speech of poets . There exists

- in the eyes of these writers - a polarisation between Islam and

poetry. In order to lend substance to their argument, they also quote

the fact that the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) was not a poet: "We have not

taught him poetry; he does not desire it." (Al-Qur>an XXXVI, 69) .

These writers believe that their argument has hit the mark , but in this

there is more against their argument than in favour of it. God sent,

his Apostle as an illiterate - and not a poet - to people who were

aware of this fact, at a time when elegant speech was already developed

and eloquence widespread, precisely as a miracle to prove His prophecy,

as an argument to mankind, and as something inimitable for those with a

rebellious spirit. He offered it as unique "loose" discourse so that

it would be the clearest proof of its pre-eminence over poetry, the

composer of which usually has a variety of styles to choose from. And

although men; poets or not, attempted to produce something similar to

it; they failed . As God had already asserted : "Say , even if men and

jinn tried together to produce a Qur)an similar to this , they will not

be able to do so, even if they helped each other" (Ai-Qur 'an XXVII ,

88) . Thus, in the same way as the Qur'in is inimitable for orators

without being oratory, and for epistle-writers t houg h it is not the

art of letter writing; still its inimitability for poets constitutes

its main proof.
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The polythei sts at the time of the Prophet (p.b.u .h.) frequentl y

a l l eged t hat he was a poet, and that the Qur 3 an was a type o f poetr y,

a nd t hat it s uniqueness was due to the fact that it was poetic. 5 The

difference s between the nature of the Qur'anic t ext and poetry cannot

be over- emphasised; in word and mean~ng, in balance and rhyme, there

ex i s t s a vast polarisation between the Qur)an and poetry. Poetic

compositio ns and styles are often pregnant with fantasies, lies and

falne sayi ngs . In the eyes of many literary c ri tic s , the more

9_cce t tJ uI poe t r y was ge ne r a l l y more pleasan t _to the au d I e nc e . 6 Many

of the ~Ieccan "mu sh r Lk j n " (polytheists) all eged that the Qu r 'an wa s

simply a poe tic production of MOQammad (p.b .u.h.). But how could t he

Qur 'an be poet r y when t he Pr o phe t (p .b .u.h.) was not a poet ? All ah d id

not teac h him poetry, nor d id he desire to become .a poet . I t did not

behov e his g rea t hono u r a nd r ank to be a poet: as a pa negyrist o r

sati rist , o r t o be c ome simpl y engrossed i~ the ir fr i vo l o us di s cour s es.

Allah destined the Pr o phet ( p .b .u.h.) not to be re s tr i cted by t he

shackle s of poetry. The Qur ' a n i s above poetr y . I t is bas i ca l l y a

book containing fund ame n ta l bel iefs, l a ws, guidance , an d promis e s for

t hos e who submi t themselves to I sl a m.

There e x i s t ed a very smal l deg ree o f s irni l a r i t y i n for m between S OI11I.1 p.i s s age s (

7
t he QlIr ' ;J n ;1 nd lbe t ry . Irnam Riighi b , commenting on those QlIr '5n i c ve r s e s

wh i c h discuss the Necca n acc usa t i on of t he Pro phe t being a poe t , sa y s

that the Prophet (p . b . u .h. ) wa s ac cu s ed o f composing poe try ( rhyme d a nd

me t r i ca l compos i t i on ) t o t he e x t e nt that t hey beg an in te rp reti ng ail

tho s e Qur 'anic ve rse s which appenred me t r i c a l , ns poe t ry . Fo r l ns t nnrr - :
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~ ~j .-/-,.>-J ~ y~~ G \j--:..J

(AI - Qur'an XXXIV. 14).

That was enough to make a prejudicial, even hostile, audience level the

charge of poetry with some semblance of credibility. That was all that

a prejudiced, even hostile, audience such as the Meccans wanted or

needed in order to level the false charge that the Prophet (p.b.u.h.)

was a poet. Thus, set against this Meccan background of a hostile and

slanderous audience at Mecca, the charge of the Qur'an being poetry and

the Prophet (p.b.u .h.) a poet, false as it is, becomes intelligible.

The Meccan charge of the Qur'an being poetry, had many extra-literal

implications. The Arab did not ~imply label the Qur'an "poetic"
I • .

because they considered it to be rhymed and metrical compos i t Io n . It
r--

is plainly evident that the style of the Qur>an is different from that-
of poetry. This reality can also be understood by non-Arabs. In their-
frustration of not being able to halt the mission of the Prophet

(p .b.u .h.), they accused him of being a liar, because in the Arabic

language poetry often takes the connotation of lying, to the extent

that false evidence is used as proof. 8

If ever there was a weapon that could be used to indoctrinate the

pre-Islamic Arabs, it was poetry . Excellence in metre, melody, tone

and composition marked the pinnacle of Arabic rhetoric. But the

revelation of the Qur'an sounded as a strange discourse to the

"mushrikin". Their perceptive faculties were shaken to the extent that

even Abli Sufyan bin ~arb , Abu Jahl bin Hisham and AI-Akhnas bin Sharlq

~used to come out at night and listen to the ~~~e~g e! of Allah (p .b .u.h.)
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reciting the Qur 'an in his praye r . The y used to stand individually , a t

a distance , unawa re of the presence of each othe r . Thi s prac t ice

co ntinued fo r a numbe r of nigh t s. 9 The divine r hetoric of t he Qur 'an

had th e e ffect of s o f teni ng the hea r t of one of its mos t ardent

enemies, 'Umar bin Al-Kha~~ab, who then found it impossible to av oid

be coming a Huslim . l O The "mush r LkIn " of Hecca fa il ed in their

attempts to produce a verse t o match a Qur'inic one. That they wer e

t aken aback by the literary merits of the Qui a n , is an accepted fact .

The y were pe r ple xed , a nd because they did not have the courage (on

acc oun t of their pride) t o acknowledge the excellence of t he Qur 'an ,

they summed the Qur 'an as the wor k of a "mad poet".11 In r ea l i t y,

they could not censu re the Qur t a n i c text. In one instance \.]alld bin

Al-HughIrah addressed them saying :

We have maste red poet r y , all f ace t s of i t : it s metre , t one and
composition . The Qur'in is defini tel y no t poe tr y ! I ndeed it i s a
ve ry graceful compo sition: it s foundation is firm and it s
branches are full of f rui t . Whate ver you are saying concerning
it , le t it be kno wn that is all baseless. l 2

I n their social role as moral leaders and spokesmen of their t ribes ,

t he pr e-Isla mi c poets we r e oft en the vanguard in th ~ opposition of

pagan Ar abs t r i bes ag a i ns t the new way of li f e r e pres e nt ed by the

Prophe t 's prea ch ing . It is diffi cu lt to di scern a real reli gious li f e

among t he Arabs who were the Pr o phe t ' s co n tem po ra r ie s . Their r e l t g t o us

c u l t s , wh i ch had at first r epresented the manif estation of religi on

among them , fo r the most par t no longer had such a meaning . 13 Not
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only had pil grimages and old shrines long ag o lost their original pious

significance, but in rea li ty t hey had become occasions fo r marts and

fairs in which pleas u r e and amusemen t were an impo rtant aspect .

The Meccan accusations and criticism of the Prophet and the Qur~in were

not t o r emain unanswered . In the last seven verses of Surah Al-Shu<ara

(the Chap te r o f the poets XXXVI .22l - 227) t he Qur ' a n defends its

divine pu rity and the mi s sion of the Pro phet ( p.h .u .h.) . Verse 221:

"S ha ll I in fo r m you un to whom t he shayatin de s ce nd j " is a reply to the

Meccan accus a t i on : "The Qur 'an i s s imply a r ev e l ati on of t he shaya~In ".

The objec ti ve o f the reply is to emphas ize t he fac t that t he "s ha yat j n '

inst i l ev i l and inspire the sinful liars int o act s of vantiy .14

Say s the Hol y Qur ? an: .. shayatIn of men and j inn i ns pi r e each other

with vai n talk" (Al-Qur 'an VI. 112) . The "sha yat i n" do not have any

con t act with the prophets and the pious . Hence they endeavour to make

co n tac t wit h the wicked, and these in t urn bec ome their agents . IS

The words "hal unabbi-ukum" (Shall I info rm you?) i s d i re ctly add ressed

to the population of ~la kk a h . The "mus h r i k j n" of Makkah cons tant ly

acc used t he Prophet (p .b .u .h .) for bei ng the r ec i pi e nt o f materi al

s upp lie d hy t he " slwyn~in" . Ver s e s 22 1-223 of AI-Shu'a ra in te nd t o

gi ve the o the r side of the story . The "rn us hr i k j n" poe ts , and not t he

Pr ophet (p .b .u .h .) , we r e t he r ec ipi ent s of t he concoc ted mate r ia l of

t he "s haya~ in" •

The qu est i on posed in ver se 221 is answer ed i n ve r s e 222 . "They (1.e .

the " sh (J y i1~ i n" ) des cend on eve r y l yi ng, wic ked pe rso n" . In t his vers e



61.

special mention is made of the pre-Islamic poet who entertained the

"shyi~In" and then used this information to "guide" the masses. The

role of the poet in pre-Islamic Arabia was to a large extent similar to
,

that of a prophet. But did the pre-Islamic Arabs have a religion? Did

they believe in a single god?

Many of the pre-Islamic Arabs acknowledged the existence of Allah.

However, their concept of Allah was quite different from the

traditional Islamic one. They admitted the existence of a "high" god,

Allah, who appears to have been recognised as a supreme creator bod,

but who had retired to a lesserl~osition. There were also numerous

greater gods - those whose position lay somewhat betw~en Al~~h and the

hordes of the jinn - and these possessed permanent shrines cared for by a

resident attendant, the "Sidin", while their formal worship was

conducted before the visible symbol of their presence, the graven

idol. 16 Ho s t vis! tors to the shrines came in order to make

thank-offerings or to consult the divinity, either by means of the

divining arrows ("azlim") kept at the shrine, or through the "K~hin",

male or female, who spoke in the voice and by the authority of an

inspiring demon. Below "K~hin" and "Sidin" came inferior grades of

fortune tellers, sorcerers and diviners of various sorts.

In the eyes of the pre-Islamic Arabs the rest of the world was

dominated or overrun by the jinn, said to be demons who could be

malevolent or malignant, who filled the earth both waste and inhabited,

though they could approach the celestial domain of the Higher god!7,
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and who frequently appeared in terrifying animal forms, simple or

composite, though they might prefer to retain normal invisibility.

Were the pre-Islamic poets simply the victims of the malicious plots of

th~ jinn and "shayi~In"? Certainly not. The Qur'in throws light on

this topic by emphasising that it were the poets on their own

initiative who. were responsible for their involvement in the vicious

circles of the "shayitIn". "They lend their ears, and most of them are

liars" (AI-Qur;an XXVI. 223). The poet Was plainly guilty of

receiving the "shayi~in" and listening to their information gained from

eavesdropping. l 8 The verb "yulq~na" pertains to the unbelievers.
t

They (the unbelievers) listen to the "shayi~In", obtaining from them

information pregnant with lies and trivialities. The utterances of the

poets were generally lies, and their prophecies, in most cases, proved

untrue. l 9 The Prophet (p.b.u.h.) in contrast, was an embodiment of

truth. The title "AI-~idiq" (the truthful one), was given to him by

the entire Heccan community. It is totally absurd that a person of

such calibre be a direct partner with the Shayi~In.

v/'The Qur'an goes to great lengths to emphasise the purity of its text

vf a nd the mission of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.). Says the Holy Qur'in:

It is not
Nor is it
receive.
worlds.

the word of a poet. Little it is you believe.
the word of a soothsayer. Little admonition it
(This is) a message sent down from the Lord of

is you
the

(AL-Qur~an LXIX 41-43)
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The express intention o f the above-mentioned verses is to nullify the

allegations of the "mush rikun" that the Qur~an is t he fraudulent wo r k

of the Prophet (p . b .u .h .) who wa s supposed to be a "Kihin". The

allegations of the pre-r slamic poets against t he Prophet (p .b .u .h .)

were, in reality, a projection of their own occupations. Soothsaying

and deal ing in magic, for e xampl e , were an integral part of the

life-style of many pre-rslamic poets.

I n pre- rslamic Arabia the "Kuhh'an" (plural of Kahin) constituted t he

elite of the community . Cases brought be fore a judge-arbiter or

"Ka hi n" would be settled according to the appropriate Sunnah . 20

Many judges we r e also "Kuhhan" , and the re is a ve r s e alluding to a

judgement by Al-Kahin AI-Taghu t , but wi t h "Kuhhan" magic always seems

to be involved .I n a rri ving at a judgemen t . The "Kuhhan" proclaimed

their decisions in rhymed prose saj' of lofty style.

The r e a re eig h t Qur 'an i c allusions to a t erm para ll el to "Kjih Ln " ; the

" ~aghu t " . The "Nu'm inun" are prohibited from seeking judgement fr om

th e "~ a ghDt " . but mus t ref er their disputes to Al la h a nd h i s Apo s t l e

(p . b .u .h . ) .21 Ve rse 51 of Chapter 4 allud es t o " thos e who brought

a porti on o f the Book , be li eving (trust ing) in th e " j Ib t " an d t he

"~ag hut" . Pe rhaps the a nc ie n t " ~ ukm al-~aghut" means a l aw hase d upon

a whole body of precedents ; often the "~aghut " j udg e is called a

"s ha y~an " o r mag i cian because of his association with a familiar

sp i ri t . lI ow the " ~ag hu t " was associated wi t h the ancient Arabian cults

i s revealed i n the description of them as "inte rpreters of t he idols,
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speaking with people with their tongue 's". Juhaynah is said to have had

a ";igh~t" (elsewhere a "Kahin"), and "there was one in every tribe,

they being "Kuhhan" upon whom the "shayatln" were caused to descend

(tanazzalu)". There was a "Kahil}" at Sae-dah of the Yemen and

northerners seem to have repaired to Yemeni "Kuhhan".22.

Almost all the "Kuhhan"· were poets also. Above all, they prov ided

spiritual guidance - albeit a concocted one - to their communities.

Viewed in this ' light, the unrestricted QurJanic condemnation of poets

becomes more intelligible. The pre-Islamic Arabs, led by their

"Kuhhan", claimed that their female divinities AI-Lat, AI-Hanat and
A.

Al":Uzza were the "daughters of Ailah".23 They turned. angels into

female beings and worshipped them in the same way. Horeover, they

established a kinship between God and the jinn, and made the latter

into partners of God. 24 Instead of seeing the error of their ways,

they felt obliged to remain loyal to the polytheism of their fathers.

The notion of a resurrection of the dead, they rejected scornfully.

They declared the message that Mo~ammad (p.b.u.h.) preached to be

false; they called him a liar, a poet or a soothsayer, but more often

"shaLirun majnun" (a poet possessed).

From the preceding lines it is obvious that the poets were the founders

of an ideology that was based on superstition and evil. Hence their

position as leaders of the community, could not be justified. Verse

224 of AI-ShuL ar i focusses on this issue: " And the poets. only the
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pe rverse follow them" ( AI - Qur» a n XXXVI . 224) . The commentato r s of the

Qur~an all ag ree t ha t this ve rse r e f ers to thos e poets who pers is t ed in

u tte ring poet r y that fu l f i ll ed Jahilf object ives , an d t he "mush r ik~n"

that inflicted ha r m on the Messen ger of Al lah ( p . b . u . h . ) a nd sat ir i s ed

him . These Meccan poet s were un ited in thei r a t tempts a t sati ri sing

t he Prophet ( p.b .u.h.) a nd his famil y in the Haram . 25 The y (the

Meccans) used t o li s ten t o the Jihili poet r y and then made serious

attempts at implementing the poe tical directives in t heir daily lives,

exceeding all bounds of moderation in the process . 26 These poe ts

used to praise a t h i ng after criticising it , hold a thing in es t ee m

after despis ing it ,in short , their poet ry did not seek tru th an d

reality .

The Qur 2in reminds us of t he fact that the pre-Islamic poets we r e

constantly engaged in changing the face of reality . This is done at

such great frequency that the poet loses almost all c redibility.

Maulini ShabbIr"Uthmini , commenting on this aspect , wr i t e s : After

deciding on a topic the (pre-Islamic) poet ascribes to it

characteristics which are not 1n it . He praises a person to such

an exten t so as to make him s uperhuman . He makes derogatory

remarks about a ce rtain person , accusing him of committing the

wor s t crimes . These are all frequent habits of his . In short,

they originate from the wilderness of l yin g , exagge ration and

fancy . It i s fo r this r ea s on that poetry is often described as:
"The best poetry is that wh i c h lies most. "27
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Although the exegetes ("mufassirun") and the translators are divided on

the interpretation of some of the terms in verses 224-227 (of Al-Shu

"ara), there is consensus as to the tenor of the Qur'anic discourse on

I

the poets, on the ground on which the poets are denounced. The term

"Al-Ghawuna" in verse 224 is interpreted to denote persons and to

connote primarily their ethical attributes: they are "beguiled"28,

"perverse"29, "deviators". The single most important term which

dominates the whole discourse is "al-ghawuna".

In his commentary on the Qur'an, TabarI gives a variety of denotations

for the term "al-ghiwuna". Oner~f these denotations is "shayi;in" or

jinn. 30 It may be argued that this denotation offers'the fairest

chance for an adequate interpretation of these verses.

a) The association of the poets with "shayitln" expresses a more

basic denunciation than their association with erring persons.

b) It is perfectly in agreement with the Qur'anic conception of

"shaya~In" and their relation to human beings. I n Qu r ' a ni c

terminology the "shaya~In" are rebellious jinn who went astray and

who lead men astray; the notion of going astray and leading

astray is expressed in t he Qurlan through the verb "ghawa " or one

of its derivatives. "Al-ghawUna" is one of them. 31

c) The association of "shayatln" with i poets as the source of their

poetic inspiration is established as an Arabic, and an Islamic
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conception. This is not unknown to the Qur~an: verse 36, surah

Al-~affit (Chapter XXXVII) , refers to the Meccan description of

Mohamad (p.b.u .h.) as a "sha·irun majn~n", "a poet possessed by a

jinn" .

d) More important than all the preceding arguments is the comprehen=

sion of the main theme of s~rah Al-Shu~ara; namely the truth of

Mo~\ammad's (p .b .u.h .) pr o phe t hood . The Meccans had accused the

Prophet (p.b .u .h .) elsewhere in the Qur~an that he was, among

other things , a poet (and in one verse that he was possessed by a

demon (Qur'an XXXVII. 36), and that the Qur'an, too, was inspired

by the same agent . These charges were answered by the affirmation

that the Qur~an was from God, was not the work of human beings,

and was inimitable. To prove its divine origin and uniqueness it

became necessary to distinguish it from the discourse with which

it had been confused by the Meccans, namely, poetry. The most

effective way of demonstrating this contrast between the two was

by contrasting their respective source . God, the source of the

Qur'an; . and the shays t In ; the source of poe t r y . This the siir ah

does in emphatic terms .

The employment of the term "al-ghawuna" to describe the "sba ya r In " is

striking. The Qur'an not only denounces certain poets by associating

them with the "shaya~in", but it also denounces the "shaya~[n", by

applying to this depreciatory term which dissociates them from God .
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The Qu r ' an continues with its revelation of the poets by posing the

followin g question: "Do you not see how they wander aimlessly in every

valley? (Qur 'an XXXI. 225) . The term "wad i ng is a key word employed

in this verse and it admits of one of two explanations:

1) It may have been used in the literal sense of "wadin" .32 The

valleys are one of the abodes of the jinn and the "s hayi~In" in

the consciousness of the Arabs, both in pre-Islamic and Islamic

times . To these valleys then, the poets resort for their poetic

inspiration.and in these haunts they wander distraught. Someti mes

those (terrifying) shayatin were said to have been propitiated by

Arabs on j ou r ne ys , according to Ihn Is~aq, with the following

word s:

I seek refuge in the lord of this val ley of the

j inn, tonight, from the evil that is therein . 33

2) The term "wading may have been used me t apho rical l y .34 . I t

would stand in a moral sense for the path of straying, in co nt ras t

t o the straight path of truth and righteousness . Such a

met npho r t c a l use o f "w:iclin" ca n be e asi ly ac coun t cd f or . As a

dep resse d , c r ooked and winding pat h where t he tr a ve ller ca n l ose

his hea ri ngs , the vall ey would be an ap pr opri at c me ta pho r f or t he

a bod e of those s tr ay i ng mo r a l l y . The ()lI r 'an ma kes us e o f a nurnbe r

o f words, r elated as t op ogr ahical feature s, t o exp res s t he co ncep t

o f ri gh teo us ne s s and truth, na mely, "s i r a t ", "sabi"l" , "ta r i qah ? ,

"minhaj" . 35 Thes e arc ma i n l y used t o i ndi cat e the pa th o f

ri ght eousness . "Wadin g woul d be pr eferred f o r the expr es s io n of
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th e path of "s t r a y Lng , "g ha y'", and in contrast with the path of

ri ght eousness expressed so many times through a number of words

r elated to "wad in" topographically. Many of the commentators

inte r pre t this verse (Verse 226) both literally and me t a pho ri =

cal ly, though the latter is given preference. Commenting on th i s

ve r s e, I bn ~Abbas says that this verse refers to poets who e r r "in

ev ery fa ce t of speech".36 Has a n Al- Ba ~ r i , commenting on t h is

theme, sa ys :

By Allah , we have seen them deeply engrossed in the ir va l l e ys,
a t time s abus ing someone, and then praising him . 37

Sayyid Qu t b i n his Fi zilal Al-Qu r "an ("I n the shad e of t he Qu r 3an")

descrlbe s the ear l y Meccan poe t s a s "passiv e ind ividuals f re quen ti ng

valleys. The y a re simply domi na ted by t he ·shayi~irl" .38 Perhaps

the most se ri ous crit i c ism of poets was made by Qat a da h :

A poet is one who praises a peopl e wi t h falsehood and rebukes a
people wi th f a l se hood.. 39

Alusi is anothe r o f the co mmentators that prefers the metaphorical

int erp re tation to ver s e 225. He emphas ises that it i s only th e

dilettantes tha t fo llows the poets . Sa ys Al usi :
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Do you not see the poets in all the valleys of idle talk; In
ev ery meeting of suspicion and fantasy; and in every road of
deception and error . They wander aimlessly about. On the contrary
they are confused in the waste lands of error and foolishness, and
they get lost in the desert of vain glory and idolence . Their
habit is (simply) slandering others by means of their
satires. 40

Do you not see them wander aimlessly in every valley of deception and

falsehood? This seems to be a common comment in most commentaries.

Here the mission of the Prophet is contrasted against that of the

poets. The path of the Prophet (p vb vu vh . ) is "al-~ira~ al-Mustaqlm"

(the straight path) , without any deviations, and leading straight to

the ultimate reality, God. The poets on the other hand, frequent the

paths in valleys,paths that are winding and crooked . This crookedness

is indicative of the poets' aimlessness . 4 l They have missed the

mark of reality (Allah), and hence are wandering' aimlessly in paths,

"guided" by the "shaya~in".

The QlIr~an goes further in its denunciation of the poets by stating

that: "And they say that which they do not (Al-Qur'an XXVI. 226) .

Unlike verses 224 and 225 the lexical units of this verse are crystal

clear and do not admit of such alternative significations as noted in

the case of "al-ghawuna" and "ya t t a b i vuhum'" . This verse is usually

translated literally and correctly: "And they say that which they do

not do", a rendition that faithfully reproduces the message of the

original . The majority of exegetes take the verse simply to mean that

the poets are liars . lbn <Abbas reports that this verse was directed a t

the "mush r l k" poets: "Abd Allah bin Al-Ziba<ra, Hubay r ah bin Wahn

Al-~Iakhzuml, MlIfiafl' bin 'Abd Manaf, Abu'lzzah AI-Jumahi and Umayyah bin
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Ab! Al -~al~ . These poets used to say : "Our sayings are simila r t o

those of Ho~amma·d (p . b . u .h .)" .42 They we r e co ns tan tl y engaged in

sat i ri sing t he Pro phe t (p.b.u. h. ). I n another report by Ibn~bbis, t he

concep t of poet s a s l i ar s is e ndo rsed : "In most of t heir sa yi ngs they

lie" .43 The pre -r slami c poet s often boasted of sayings and deeds ,

whi c h in reality , di d not originate f rom t hem . Fur thermo re , t he y

exaggerated on these so-ca l l ed achie vements . I t is fo r this r eason

that scholars a re d iv i ded on the content s of poetry : Should they

endorse wha t t he poe ts s ay , especiall y a fte r acc e pt i ng that t he poet s

often say things they do no t do?

The vast majority of exege tes i nte rp r e t ver s e 226 as one in whi c h the

poets are simply guilty of lying . Ho wever, fe w exegetes have taken on

the task of demonstrati ng exactly in what sense the poets are liars,

and ho w this denunciation is applicable to them . This interpretation

has been inspired by s ome basic questions that have to be raised before

a s atisfactory interpretation can be given :

1) It is s ig ni f i c a n t that the QurJ~n does not us e a ny of the ma ny

words t hat c l ea r l y signify lying in Arabic . Instead it employs an

cx press l on that is compos ed of two verbs, neither o f which is

r e l a t e d t o "lying" or mendac i t y , " ya q~ l ;:; na" an d "y a f r a Liina ? •

These two verbs together make up a phrase whi ch describes a

s i t ua t io n more complex than the simple one of telling lies

norma ll y expr e s s ed by such terms as " ka z i b" , " i f k" or the- ,

ne gntive of " ~ i d q" .
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2) The denunciation of the poets simply as liars, coming in an Arabic

text about Arabic poets, is surprising. It does not correspond

with the image of the poets of Arabia in pre-Islam and at the time

of the rise of Islam. The poets were a respected group, the

spokesmenof their tribes, and quite often were their

"sayyyids" .44 The pre-Islamic Arab ideal of the perfect man

("al-k~mil") included being a poet as one of its constitutents.

Did the Qur'an then apply any restraint in its denunciation of

poets?

A close exami na t i on of the ve r se in the light of the preceding
I

observat ions reveals the three following facts which.must be taken into

consideration for arrising at a fair exegesis of the verse:

1) The "mendacity" of the poets involves, or primarily involves, not

others, but the poets themselves.

2) The Qur~an sees grave defects in the pre-Islamic poets and their

compositions and censures these poets without any restraint.

3) The employment of two verbs in the denunc~ation clearly indicates

t hat besides lying about others the poets also fail to fulfil by

their deeds ("yafC.al una") the promise they had made in words

("yaquluna"). Thus the Qur'an besides stating that they lie about

others, also notes their inability to fulfil what they had

promised to do - to "deliver the goods".
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Th i s then is the situation that this verse describes, si gnificantl y I n

two phrases, na mely: the blatant lying on the part of the poets;

and/or the inability of the poets or their failure. What, then in real

terms, does this failure consist in?

It may be argued that the two verses in Surah Al-~aff, LXI, 2-3, may

l end meaning to the phrases "they say that which they do not do".

This assists us in answering the question that has just been asked,

namely, what was it that the poets promised or said they would do but

were unable to. It may also be argued that this verse, 226, refers to

t he we ll-known "ta~addr/i'ji z" problem, the c ha ll enge that the Qu r~in

f lung t o it s opponents to produce something like it, and their failure

to do so . I n s u ppo r t of this contention the following arguments may be

cited :

1 ) The Qur · a n i c passages on "ta~addI/i'jiz" (five Meccan and on e

Medi ne s e ) do reflect this situation, namely, the challenge of th e

Qu r ~in to the opponents to produce something l i ke the Qur'in and

the ir inability to do so.45

2) A Qur ' i ni c verse (226) on the poets descr ib i ng a si t uat i on t ha t

invo lves the ir inability to perfor m or ful fi l a promi se ca n be

g r ea t l y unde rs tood with ref erence t o th e "t a l.w dd l / i ' j iiz" pr obl em,

and could sugge st t hat t he poet s were i mpl i ed a t l east in pa rt i n

t he " t<ll~a ddil i ' jaz" ver s e s quot ed above . 46 They wer e ind eed

the na tu ra l g ro up t o t ake up t he chall en ge t ha t involve d a
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literary document - the Qur 'anic revelations. No other group

could with more appropriateness have been challenged or would have

responded with more readiness.

3) The interpretation of verse 226 is consonant with that of verse

224 in which "al-ghawuna" was interpreted as denoting "shaya~In"

who go astray and lead men astray . The interpretation of these

two verses may now be seen to be corroborative . 47 The role of

the "shaya~in" in the Qur 1an as mischievous creatures is well

known. They are jinn who rebelled against God and whose function

was to lead men astray . Among instances of this may now be

counted their helping the poets to take up the challenge of

producing something like the Qur'an.

Perhaps the argumentation in the preceding paragraphs may now be sunun ed

up and the implications of the conclusions may be pointed out:

I) The alleged moral failure of the poets has been cxamincd and shown

to be related to one of the central doctrines of the Qur'an,

namely, its inimitability, its "i' jaz.. .. The poets took up the

challenge, the "rahadd j " flung by the Qur'an , but they failed to

produce anythLng like it. The Qur'an remains inimitable , and the

poets are thus denounced for their failure as much as for their

impiety in taking up the challenge with all that, that implies .
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2) It is ev i d e nt that verse 226 allows for more than one

int erpretation . The majority of Is lamic s cholars have a lways

co ns i de r e d poetry as a lie and some poets as liars . 48 In

do ing so, they we r e influenced by the traditional exegesis of this

f amous verse 226 . Fur thermore , the ima ge of the poets was affecte d

by t his traditional exegesis, and so was the attitude of the

au tho r i ti e s towards poets who boasted in their poetry of t heir

viola t ion of certain moral stand ards and who invoked t he

tr aditiona l exegesis of this verse in order to avoi d

pun ishme nt . 49 It is not the objective of this work to put

asi de the traditional interpretation of verse 226 as one which

pertains to lying . It needs to be noted, however, that verse 226

in vol ve d a very serious c ha rge al so - the iJaz o f the Qur'an - a

co n tes t that involved the very essence o f Isla m, the Prophet

(p . b . u . h . ) and the Holy Book .

3 ) Thi s st udy of verse 226 may throw muc h li ght on the nat ure and

ba s is of the struggle recorded in the Qur ' an be t wee n Isl am an d

poe t r y . The struggle was not so much agai nst poe t r y pe r se as

against ce r t a i n poets - the poets of Mecca o r ~ij az whos e name s

a re kno wn an d certain f r agmen ts of whose poet ry ha ve

survived . 50 Thi s s t udy may al so t hr ow l igh t on t he poet s '

rivalry wit h t he Pro phe t ( p . b.u .h. ), t he ir r e j ect i on of t he Qu r ';ln

as t he Wo rd of God , and their impi et y in t a k i ng up t he c ha l l e nge

to p rod uce some t hi ng like it .
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Fi nally t he s t udy of verse 226 (in this work) ma y contribute towards

providing a ns we r s to the vexed question that has for so l ong occupi ed

Qur ' a ni c scholars, namely, what does the iLjaz consist in. Many

answers to this question have been given, but verse 226 correctly

interpreted gives two significant explanations: not only were t he

Mec ca n poets plainly guilty of lying; but they were also contempor­

a rie s who t ook part in the battle of the Qur~ an and its miraculous

na t ure . Verse 226, wh i ch, a s ha s been a rgued , invol ves i Ljaz, was

ex plici tly a dd r e ss ed to t he poe ts. But these were literary artists a nd

their accep ta nc e of the challenge coul d on ly imply that they und erst ood

t he inimit ab il i ty of the Qur 'an i n lite r ar y terms - t hat t he "t a~addi "

exp r e s sed or i mpl i ed the view that the Qur ' a n was a unique and

mi raculo us l i te ra r y phenomenon which e ve n the most accomplished

l i t e r a r y a r t ist s o f Arabia, t he poets , cou ld not i mi tate a nd ac tually

would f ail if t he y dared to do so.

The unre s trained censure of poets by the Qur 'an - highligh ted i n ver s e s

224- 227 o f Al - Shu'" a r a , ha s prompted ma ny s c holars t o a sk , " Isn't the

Qllr' :ini. c critic ism of the poets suggestive of I slam ' s f i ght again s t

poet ry an d the a r t s ?" Ar e the poets s imp l y the fo llowers of a n

uncu l tivat ed production an d a detes ted professi on? Much of the

confusion among Musl ims and non-Mus l i ms - concerning the Qu r 'inic

c c nsu r e s h I p of poet ry ma y be a t t r ibuted to a poo r unde r s t a nd i ng o f a

ce nt r a l is sue in Islam ic poetics , namely , the is su e of f orm and

content. No t all poe t r y is blame wo rthl y , and that poet ry whi c h is

ob jectionable ha s been labell ed objectionable not bec ause of t he fac t
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that it is poetry. Islam views poetry simply as a mode of expression.

The good and the "pus" in it is attributable to its meaning . So long

as the meaning remains beautiful the poetic composition will radiate

beauty . It is common knowledge that poetry has always been a

fundamental pillar in the history of Islamic literary culture. The

following verse by the renowned Al-Bu~irI is a classical example of

poetry which meets with the full approval of Islam . In praise of the

Prophet (p .b.u.h.) Al-Bu~iri says:

- ~ . : : ~. . " .. ... I 6 ~ \..: .~~ 4.J>.)~ ..> \.> .~ . .-J.>J L
~~ \..J~ ~.u-::-.-J ~- .-J ~ .

His accomplishment in beauty is multiplied.
His rank does not decrease and there is no disorder. 51

Poetry - after fulfilling certain conditions - has the total' blessings

of Islam . Indeed the nature of Islam is such that it is a complete way

of life, acting as a catalyst to accomplish the realities of life. It

is a divine force that penetrates the core of t he visible world.

Undoubtedly thennture of Islam is such that it does not label the

natural inclination of poets as something wicked. The poet creates a

utopia by means of his perceptions. and he is contented with it. In

contrast. Islam desires the reality of that utopia and works towards

it. It works on all the pe r cept i ons to focus on the realities of the

real world by proposing a sublime model.

Islam does not abhor poetry nor does it wage a war. against art, as

might be initially understood. Islam is against the road which poetry

and art has followed: the path of whims and f a nc i es , and agitat ion

which is uncontrolled; it is against the path of drowsy irrealities
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which keep its adherents occupied and unconscious of its true nature.

On the contrary, ' if the soul settles down and accepts the path of

Islam, and when its perceptions become absorbed with Islamic principles

of poetry and art, and works at the realisation of those. noble ideals in

the real world, then certainly the soul will be at ease . Islam demands

that the poet be not contented with the creation of imaginary worlds

and living in them. The Islamic attitude to poetry is one which

focusses the attention of the heart and the mind to the Creator, since

this is the only reality.52 The early Islamic poet LabId has

summed up this relationship beautifully:
.

~I

Verily, everything except Allah is perishable. 53

On what grounds then do the poets justify their presence in Islamic

liteary culture? The mandate is given by the Qur'an itself: Verse 227

of Surah Al-Shu<ara (among others) is a long exceptive verse which

lifts the sanction from Muslim poets; it reads:

Except those who believe, and do righteous deeds, and remember

Allah much, and defend themself only after they are wronged. And

soon will those who oppress know what vissitudes their affairs

wi 11 take.

(AI-Qur~5n XXVI. 227)
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The above verse is a straightforward reference to Muslim poets . These

poe t s are not included in the general description' of poets. They are

believers and their hearts are charged with the power of faith. Their

lifestyles are regulated and are in harmony with the teachings of the

Qur~an. They are not satisfied with fantasies and dreams. Instead,

their endeavours are directed at the realities of the physical and

metaphysical world as portrayed by Islam . Most of their poetry

revolved around such themes as : the unity of Allah, His praise and

obedience, good preaching,and awakening of desires concerning that

which is with Allah (t.a .). A central theme that ran through many of

their poems was that of love of Allah (t.a.): the need to increas e

one's love for Allah (t.a .) accompanied by a decrease of love for

e ve r y t h i ng else.

A close examination of the actual circumstances in which verse 227 wa s

revealed may assist us in determining the scope of this verse. It has

been reported on the authority of Abu ~asan Salim that wh en verses

224- 226 o f Cha pt e r XXVI were revealed, <Abd All ah b i n Rava hah , Hassan

bin Thabit and Kao bin Malik came lamentfully, saying:

o Me s s en ger of Allah, indeed Allah ha s rev ealed these verses and
lie kno ws t hat we ar e of the poets. We a re doomed f or
de structl on.

Thereupon Allah revealed verse 227. 54 It ma y be pointed out that

the reference in the exceptive verse is primarily to the Muslim poets

contemporary to the Prophet, especially the three poets (all from the
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Khaz r a j j . Has sjin bin Thabit ,Ka' b bin Malik and "Abd Allah bin Rawa~ah,

of whom the first was the most distinguished. This is the well known

Trio that defended the Prophet (p.b.u.h.) and lslamin Madinah. Lbn

~bbas, commenting on this verse (227) is of the opinion that: "They

are Abu Bakr, ' Uma r , "All and cAbd Allah bin Rawa~ah (r.a.).55 The

early Islamic scholars were generally agreed that the poets referred to

in the exceptive verse (227) were primarily the Muslim poets engaged in

composing poetry in defence of Islam and the Prophet (p.b.u.h.).

However, all subsequent Muslim poets fulfilling the conditions in .ver se s

227 may also qualify to be included in its definition.

Verse 227 (of Chaptr XXVI) begins with the phrases "Ll LaLl a gjna amanu

wa ·amilu1?-!?ali~ati" ("except those who believe and do righteous

deeds"). The commentators of the Qur~an are agreed that this is a

direct reference to the Muslim poets. The exegetes are not unanimous

on what is meant by "w a ~akarull.aha kathlran", "and remember Allah

much". After entertaining two possibilities, namely, the poets'

-
mention of God either in speech or in poetry, Tabari concludes that a

correct interpretation must include both. 56 This is possible. But

"wa ~akarullaha kath1.ran" is not a set phrase qu Lt e like the two

pr cc ccd i.n -; ouus "illal - la~ina amanu wa "am I l us s a Lt ha t t :", whose mean i ng

is cry st al c l ea r , and whose inclusion in an exceptive ver se whi ch

describes a Muslim poet is perfectly understandable. A close

examination of "wa ~akarul1aha ka t h i r a n" is therefore necessary to

bring ou t its significance, and discover its relevance.
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Zikr is one of the basiG and profound traits which vibrate in the

structure of Qur'anic and Islamic thought . Its inclusion in the

exceptive verse is probably related to its place on this level of

Qur'anic thought and not only to the mere verbalization of the name of

of the deity in speech or poetic composition. This interpretation is

evidenced by the circumstances which attended the Prophet's decision to

allow Muslims to compose poetry . After some thought on how Muslims

could compose poetry against the Meccans, the Prophet (p.b.u.h.)

finally permits Has s an bin Thabit to compose andf.ortifieshim with the

assurance that "the Holy Spirit" will be with him . 57 This

assurance involved the freedom of the Muslims poets from the protection

or jurisdiction of "shaya~In" and jinn. The Muslim poet belonged to a

distinct category in the supernatural order . The source of poetic

inspiration forthe Muslim poet was not the vicious and malevolent

"shay~an", but associated with "the Holy Spirit" and so indirectly and

ultimately with God . In contrast to the Arab poet who was jinn -

possessed, the Muslim poet was God-possessed . To the Arab poet that

accepted Islam, this transference entailed an effortful act during the

creative process; namely , to see to it that his inspiration was

coming not from the old, familiar source - the "sha yt an" but from. ,

God , and that it continued to flow from that source . Understood

against this background , the "~ikr" mentioned in the Qur'anic verse

take on its deeper significance . Moreover , the very text of the Muslim

poet was supposed to be one in which Allah is frequently mentioned .

Calling on God's name comes out not as a mechanical formula, but as a

basic call necessary for the Muslim poet to repeat (frequently,
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"ka thiran") i n order t o keep fi rm his new affiliations , lest he should

backslide or rev~rt to old wells of inspiration presided over by the

"shaya~in" . The "zikr" emerge s as a fo rm of "isti~a~ah", a taking

refuge in God from the power or hold of the "shay~in" .

The wording of verse 227 continues wi t h the verb " wan t a ~ a r ~ ", meaning

"And defend themselves " . An acc ura te transla tion of this ve r b ,

"inta!ar~", is essential for extracting some valuable information on

the Qur~anic re gul a tions whi c h governed the composition of poet ry by

Nuslims .

"Inta,ar~" can ha ve a numbe r of significations which are made clearer

by the preposition which sometimes follow it. In this case it is not

followed by one , and thus the precise significance of "inta,aru" has to

be inferred . The context provides a perfect guide for what the verb

should signify in this case . The Muslim poets are said to have

"inta~ar~" after they had been wronged "~ulimu", and this gives the

clue. The preposition to be understood with "Lnt a s a r u" is "mLrr'", whi c h

gives the word "inta,aru" the meaning of "revenged themselves" . The

Muslim poets revenged themselves , but only after they had been wronged.

This is consonant with d,e Qur'inic concept of revenge , punishment , and

retaliation . S8 The phrase , "after they had been wronged" , explains

that the "revenge" of the Muslim poet was indulged in, only in

retaliation, a concept accepted in the Qur~in and applied there to the

field of poetic composition . It is interesting to note that anot her

verse, ve r s e '11 in Surah XLII,is very rel evant , a s It uses the verb
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"inta~ara" af te r "~ulm" . In t his verse, the meaning is perfectly

clear as "revenied himself", especially whe n contrasted wi t h the

preceding verse (40) .

This interpre tat ion i s cons onant wit h we ll -kno~~ fac t s ab out t he

Prophet (p .b .u .h .) and the Muslim poe t s . Afte r t he poet s ha d be e n

denounced in the Qur~an , it was difficult for the Muslims t o compose

poetry as long as t he sanction remained operative. The excep t ive verse ,

i n it s fou r pa rt s, solved t he problem, in th a t i t a l lowed only suc h

poe ts a s were de scribed therein, to compose. Thi s part which begins

with "inta,ar~ " , l a ys emphasis on a pa rticula r type of poe try - the

"hiji" , t he s cat hing sat i res whi c h Muslim peots at Madinah were allowed

to compose . This type of poet ry was gene rally repugnant to the spirit

of Islam but which the Qu r1an sanctioned under the cons t raint s of the

new circumstances . The poet r y compri sed prior t o t his was mos tly of a

political nature and desc ribed the battles of Islam , bu t at this

juncture in 627 A.D . the Meccan poets seemed t o haved intensified their

attacks against the Prophet (p .b .u .h.), and thus ripostes to them

called for a Qur 'anic r ev e l a t i on, which gave Muslim poets fo rmal

authorisation to retaliate . 59 Poet ry composed in the cou rse o f the

preceding five years presumably was not "hij~", and so did not need

special authorisation. or possibly had been authorised by the first

tllree clauses of the exceptive verse. whi c h according to this

possibility , could thus ha ve been re vealed early in the Med inese period

for lifting the ban on t he composit ion of poetry expressed in ve r s e s

224 -226 .
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Verse 148, in Surah Al-Nisa (IV), amplifies the Qur'an's attitude to

this problem: "God likes not the shouting of evil words unless a man

has been wronged". It needs to be remembered that the Muslim poets

satirised only those who satiris~d them. They did this without

exceeding the proper bounds, as has been pointed out in some of their

works: "They defended themselves in the manner as they were

wronged."

The exceptive verse (verse 227 of Chapter XXVI) concludes with a severe

warning "And soon will those who oppress know that vissitudes their

affairs will take". This verse focusses on the obstinacy and

haughtiness of the polytheists, their disdain towards threats, and•

their haste in a path that is doomed to destruction. Here the linking

of "and soon will they know" with "those who oppress" emphasises a very

stong threat. The pious forbears used to admonish on these lines. Abu

Bakr r.a ended his last testament with this quotation when he nominated

' Uma r r.a. to be his successor:

And every person shall get what he earned. "And soon will thos e
who oppress know what vissitudes their affairs will take".GO

The explanation of oppression with "kufr" is fairly widespread in the

QurJin. The early commentators generally defined oppressors as those

who ascribed partners unto Allah and satirised the ~Iessenger of Allah

(p.b.u.h.).
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It is interesting to note that these words of verse 227 (Chapter XXVI):

"And soon will those who oppress know what vissitudes their affairs

will take" is similar to anothe r Qur anic verse: "On the day when the

oppressors' excuse will not be of,any use to them" (Qur'an XXX. 57) . In

I slamic literature the words ",ulm" oppression and "kufr" are often

interchangeable. Those who disbelieve are regarded as "al-Iazina

zalamu anfusahum" "those who oppress their own self s"; they deny

themselves the comforts of the divine way of Islam, and in its place

they opt for other patterns of life that a re fated to ru Ln . The early

scholar Qatadah is of the opinion that the oppressors mentioned in

verse 227 refers to the poets and others . 6l The early commentators
t ;

are of the opinion that this clause (of verse 227) refers to the
;

oppressive polytheists, the people of Mecca. It may be argued that

this verse is a general reference to all oppressors . The oppressors,

especially the poets among them, a re reminded tht their "joy" i s in

fact blissful ignorance confined to the short span of the life of this

world , and in the hereafter they are to experience a "turning over".

Their wheel of fortune is destined to make a turn towards a point of

absolute misery .

From the aforementioned it is clear that there existed basically two

groups of poets in the era of the Prophet: the non-Muslim poets whose

poetry was founded on a false ideology; and the 'Muslim poets who were

supposed to compose "Islamic poetry" . "What makes poetry Islamic?" has

been the subject of much heated discussion throughout the history of

Arabic llterature. However, there is sufficient consensus
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among schol a r s to enable us to arrive at a broad definition of "Is l ami c

poetry". The poetry composed by the Companion$ of the Prophet

(p.b.u.h.) offers a perfect guide as to the essential traits of

"Islamic" poetry. Early Islamic poetry fulfilled one (among others)

primary objective - it strengthened the bond between the individual and

God. It was inclusive of topics like the unity of God . praise of the

Prophet (p.b.u .h .) and his Companions. and themes pertai ning to the

Qur'an and practices of the Prophet. The following verse composed by

Labld is a classical example of the portrayal of traditional themes:

Yea. the righteous shall keep the way of the righteous.
and t o God turn the steps of all that abides;

And to God you return. you too: with Him only rest the
is s ue s of things and all that they gather. 62

I t woul d be fair to concl ude t hat the obj ectives and contents o f a poem

determine t o what leve l a poem i s I s l ami c . I sl ami c poetry need not be

onl y a poe try of defence and repulsion. it need not be only a direct

call t o acce pt Is l am or glor ifying it. It is not confined t o t he

hi sto ry of Islam an d its men. Is lamic poetr y certain l y demands t hat

t he poem se r ve s as a medium to increase the ties/closeness betwe en t he

listener, the reader and God . However. once this cond it i on i s

fu l fi l l ed, t he avenues of themes ava ilable t o t he poet ar e almos t

infin ite . Indeed i t i s i mposs i ble f or the HusLl m poet t o be

i ns e nsi t iv e t o t he I r r e s Ls t a bl e n t t r a c t Lo ns of natu ra l phenomena . Fur

example , the poe t ' s r ef lecting on t he ni g ht a s it bl anke ts the e a r t h

and t hen withdrawing to allow for the awakening of the morning, t his
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natural cyc le is i nstantly perceived by the poet's super-sensitive

pe r c e pti ons , lea~ i n g him stunned in admiration. Na y , it is in fact

food f or his soul . The Muslim poet ascribes this phenomenon to Allah,

and thi s surely is Islamic poetry in its total reality.

The various Qur~anic verses relating to poetry had tremendous

repurcussion on Arabic literature,and its ripple effects flowed we l l

in t ot h e present century. Here was a revolution in poetry tha t

changed the lifestyle of the Arabs . It brought a noble lifestyle ful l

of progress in the religious. intellectual. social and political

spheres . It eliminated the zeal for the Jahil[ way of life among the

Arabs and dealt a death blow to the spirit of clannish af filiations in

them. Arabi c poetry now turned its back to Al-Lat. Al-Manat and

Al~Uzza. It now moved on a course directed towards Allah. This theme

of discarding ones belief i n the old f a l s e god s , received much

attention f rom the ea rly poets. An example of this can be se en in t he

fo llowing poem by Zuhai r :

50 who is goi ng to anno unc e t o Ka t b , a re you going to blame it
false , and he . it is mo re r e solute ?

To Allah , not AI~Uzz a nor Al-La t , He a l one , you wi ll be saved and
be at peace when s a f e ty wi ll be off e red

On the da y whe n none wi l l be saved and none wi l l escape t he fi re
except t he one thnt's pure o f he ar t and one that submits .

And the r e l i g i on of Zuha i r , hi s rel igi on is no th i ng , a nd t he
religion of Abu SuI ma is s ublime , s ac r cd .6 3
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This re-orienttion o f poetry towards Islam was quickly establ ished

among th e ea r l y Islamic poets. They ensured that poetry be a medium

for the g l or i f i c a t i on of Islam and the Prophet (p.b.u.h.). Islamic

poe t r y now ac qui r ed a new poetic i d i om and a dif ferent poetic empha s i s.

Islam ha d i n t roduce d a new ra ti onal o r de r of symbol s at variance with

the emoti ona l order of symbols prevalen t in th e poe t ic heritage of the

period. Di s or i en t a t i on was cons iderable. Like a ll other members of t he

communi t y , the poets were co ncerned abou t their c ha nged world, and t he

way t hey shoul d look at it. The unce rtainty of t he ir r eac t i on,

e s pec i a lly in the period beginning with the Qur~ anic censorship of

poe t s , i s evidenced by their recurre nt consultation with t he Pro phet

(p.b.u.h.) and his Companions on matters of conduct and

attitude. 64 The poetry of the early I s l ami c period had to

accommoda t e a l l aspects of experience and fit them into a unified

whol e. The poetry of t hi s pe r i od , however, could not be expected to

encompass a l l t he stages of dev e lopment at onc e. Al t houg ~ t he Qu r ~anic

condemna tion of pre- I sl amic poets is severe, i t needs t o be remembered

t he Qu r~an di d not at an y t i me ca tego r ical ly label t he whol e body o f

pre-Islamic poe t r y a s null and voi d. The early Musl im s c holars did

at tac h some importanc e to t he co l l ect ion of pre- Is l a mic poetry. For

example . th ere wa s a ne ed (in the ea rly Islami c period) to interpret

the lan guage of t he Qur 'in by reso rting t o t ex t s f rom pr e-I s l amic

poe t ry . The famous Companion of t he Prophet (p .b .u .h .), 'Abd ullah bin

Abba s ( d . 70/689) , is said t o hav e been the fi rst t o use pre-Islamic
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poetry to do this. This a ttitude is shown in the t radi t ion a ttr i bute d

to lbn Rashiq (d . 1070 ) t o lbn 'Abba s , who was uni versall y admi red for

his kno wledge and hi s s ki ll i n commenting on the Qur~an:

" Whe ne ve r you r ead some thing in the Book of God an d do no t
unde rstand it , l ook for it i n the poetic composition of the
Arabs , for poet ry i s t he a rch ive of the Arabs . " He himsel f ,
when asked about something from the Qur aan , used to recite a poem
about it . 65

From the above , it~ manifest that I bn 'Abbi s and other ~ulami" did seek

the help of old poetry to interpret the "gharlb" of the Qur ain and the

traditions that grew a ro und it .

While the Qur "a ns attitude to poetry was made crystal clear by its

verses an d the " A~idIth" (sayings of the Prophet p .b.u .h .) , the re

arose a problem that was to remain a topic of much heated discus sion

among literary circles for centuries : it involved the poet's freedom

t o change r eality. This for example was Ibn RashIq 's opinion:

A poet ("sha'1r ") is called this because he pe rceives ("sha e- ara ")
what o t he rs do not. For if the poet did not form a concept or
invent one , o r did not embellish an e xpr e s s i on or give it an
original twist , or did not expand the concepts others treated
clumsily , or shorten the expression others made expressively long,
or use a concept in a different way than it had been used before ,
th en th e name of poet would be given to hi m i n n fi gura l i ve s c ns e and
no t in Cl r c n l one , and he would no t possess any meri t o t he r t ha n
that of met re , whi c h in my opinion has no me ri t at all , i n sp i t e
of the conc iseness (it imposcs) .66
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lbn Rashiq's opinion, however, referred concretely to an aesthetic

perception . Th~ poet may be said to see reaiity in a different,

subjective way , independent of the truthful sincerity of objectivity .

In this way the acceptance of a poe t's freedom to change and transform

reality, as he saw it , entered into Arabic literary criticism. The

famous encyclopedist Al-Suyu~i (d. 1505) commented even in his time on

the Qur'anic condemnation of poets in the following terms:

Thus it is in no way befitting God's Apostle - may 'God have

mercy on him and grant him peace! - to compose poetry. For

poetry has some prerequisites without which no man can be called a

poet . That is to say that even if a man composed a harmonious and

rhythmic discourse , paying careful attention to the truthful

objectivity (",idq") in it without exaggerating, exceeding proper

limits,lying, or presenting objects that do not exist at all,

nobody would call him poet and what he said would be poetically

cheap and of inferior quality. One learned man has said, when

a s ke d about poetry, "That if it is jocular, it makes you laugh,

and if it is in earnest, it lies . Thus the poet finds himself

between the lie and laughter. And if such is the case, God has to

free His Prophet - may God have mercy on him and grant him peace!

- from these two vices as from every other low thing . Moreover,

most poets (we see) either compose empty panegyrics or satires

full of foul speech, and such attributes do not suit the
Prophet ."67
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The pr e senc e of the poetic lie en hancing the beauty of a composition ,

was a vie~ shared by the majority of literary critics. However, the

history of Arab ic li te ra tu re always witnes s ed scholars of t he opinion

that artistic beauty in poet ry could still be achi eved minus the poet i c

lie . Generally, the notion of poetry as a. lie and of the poet as a

liar, was retained throughout the centuries as ~ne of t he t r adi t i on a l

-
characteristics of poe try in an absolute sense as in Ibn Rashiq : " In

poet ry the lie about something, whose ugliness eve r ybody accepts, is

beautiful"68, or in a relative one showing the pre-eminence of

poetry as in Ibn Abu Al -~adid (d . 1257) : " I n poetry a lie can be

beautiful, but it neve r can be in prose :'69 Yet the praise of the

poetic lie shows that moral and ethi cal values were no longer applied

he re . The Qur 'anic censorship of poetry may be summed up in one word,

" purification" . Arabic poetry during the per iod of Revelation

underwent a process of filtration: the ha rmf ul elements in it were

i nitially s ep arat ed and then d i scarde d. At no s ta ge did t he Qu r 2 an

o r de r a c ompl et e c e s s a t i on o f the a r t of poet i c compo s i t ion . The

Qur 'anic verses relating to poetry serve as an adequate manual for t he

Musl im poe t s . However, a study of these verses c an never be co mp let e

wit hout a d iscussion on the interpretat ion of these verses by an

autho r i ty sanctioned by the Qur 3an itsel f, th e Pro phe t (p .b.u.h.) . The

spiri t o f t h Qu r 'ini c verses, their dema nds, an d their i mpli cations on

t he a tt i tude a nd co nduc t o f the poets, can be be s t seen i n the a t t i tude

of t he Prophet (p.b.u.h.) and hi s Co mpanio ns t owar ds poe t ry .
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE ATTI TUDE OF THE PROPHET AND THE COMPAN IONS TOWARDS

POETRY

"Hi s character was the Qur'"an."

This short conclus i on expressed by'A'ishah r.a., t he wife of t he

Prophet (p .b .u .h .) , s ummar is e s the life of the Prophet ( p .b.u. h. ).

That t he Hol y Pr ophe t (p.b. u.h.) was a liv ing person ification of t he

Qu r '" an , 1S a fac t not only endor s ed by the Qur ~an itse l f, but acc ept ed

by all Mus l i ms . 1 Hence the attitude of the Prophet (p.b.u. h. )

t owards poe t ry i s simply an endorsement of the Qur 'ani c one. For

t hose indiv idua l s still sceptical about the place of poetry in Is lam,

a c r it ical study on the attitude of the Prophet and his Companions

tow ard s poetry reveals a sea of information highli ghting t he supreme

s uppo rt ex tende d by t he Prophet and t he Comp an i ons towa rd s the

prese rvation of Ar ab i c poetry.

The Prophet 's attitude towards poet ry was no t ca tego r i cal i n i ts

acc eptance o r rejec ti on . Certainl y he acknowledged the place of

poet ry in Is lam, but the status and fu nction of poe t r y had t o chang e .

The ope n l icence acco rded to Arab po e t s in matters of content , had

t o be wit hdrawn. If poe t ry had to be compos ed , it had to be poe try

fo r Islam '~ sake . Howeve r , the Prophet (p .b.u .h . ) hims el f was no t a

poc t . The Proph e t (p c b '.u. h . ) _~ ook s t rong exception t o the at tacks

o f the "mllshr iki n " (of being a poc t ) . Allah had a l r eady
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~n the various texts ~n the Qur 3an that refer to or mention poetry

or poe ts - stressed clearly Islam's condemnation of what was co ns ide red

the wrongheaded function of the poets i n their general mission : "And

the poets , the perverse follow them" (AI-Qur~an XXXVI. 24) . No

other r eligion has ever taken poets and their function in society

s o seriously.

I n t he ea rl y Islami c period the Muslims were primarily concerned

with the memo r i s a t i on o f t he Holy Qur 3 an , its "i<'j'az " , the sc~ence

of "1,Iadith " , and wa ging " j i ha d " aga i ns t t he "mushri kIn " .2 This

co ntinued almost t i l l the end of 1 A.H. The ultima t e result was

that the volume of poetic production was greatly reduced, and so

3was the status of the po et . This fact ha d led some scho l ar s t o

as sume that Islam ha d placed a b l anket ban on poetry.

Di d the ea rly Mus l i ms en ga ge in a ca l cula ted campaign t o· destroy t he

bod y of Jah i Ii poetry? Certainly no . This accusation is based on

doubtful motive s . As mentioned ea r l i e r , the early Mus lims, being

i nvo lved in tile es tabl i s hment of I slam i n the Arab ian pe n i ns u la ,

found less t i me to engage t heir a t ten tion t o poetic pu r sui t s . Af te r

tile demi se of t he Pr ophe t (p . b.u.h .) t he si tua tion wi th t he Mu s l ims

remained the same . They were engaged in the defence of t he f a i th

:lIld i.nternal management of the gove rnment. Thei r majo r conce rn was

the collection of Qur ~nn ic verse s f rom var ious manusc rip t s , pa rchments

/1
and tablet s. let t he early Huslim poets found time t o memo r i se and

preserve the body o f pre -Islamic poe t ry . The proce s s o f r ecording

the old Arabic po etry in a wri tt en fo rm had , it is claimed , ground
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t o a hal t , i f i nde ed it had ever gone seriously under way, and much

of the products ' of this poetry had been for~otten after a few

generations . It was left to the Qur 'an , as the Divine Scripture

revealed to the Arabs in their own language, to provide the impetus

for the preservation of pre-rslamic poetry and the development of

., 1 5the Arablc Ilterary anguage .

Soon after the Prophet's death scholars felt a need to elucidate

obscure words and formulations 1n the Qur 'an . For this purpose

examples were required from other linguistic sources , and these

coul d mos t r eadily be found in the older Arabic poetry which had

hitherto remained a mainly oral tradition . rbn "Abbas r.a. used to

say : "If you read something from the Book of Allah and you do not

understand i t , then look for it in the poetry of the Arabs , for verily

• I . .. I 1,6 ..poet ry IS the d i wan o f the Arabs. 'l'h i s ev i dc ricc i n t urn pr ov i ded

the mate r i al fo r the dictionaries and granunars of later philo logists.

Ind eed, an i.naucd i a t c interest in the poems themselves was a factor

in a ll t h i s. Bu t the real impetus came from the exegesis of the

Qur ~an .

The Pro phet ( p .b . u . h . ) himself was the central fi gure ln the develop =

me n t of the favou ra b l e Muslim attitude toward s J5hil i poe t ry . The

Compa nions have r ecorded numerous incidents where t he Pro phe t inqui r ed,

l is tened t o, or cri t i c i sed Jahili poetry . Once t he Pro phe t (p.b.lI. h . )

inqu i red frolll onc of the Compan i ons abou t t he conte nt of t he ir

d isc us sions in their private sessions during th e J ahil iyyah . lie

r epli ed that t hey r ecited poetry and that th ey used to t a l k about
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, - . l i 1 7th ings r e l a tlng to t he Jahl l yya l. A fu rthe r s t e p i n the de ve l op =

I

ment of the favou rable attitude towards the old Arab ic poetry was

the legitimization of Jihili verse . A Tradition att ribu ted toilie

Prophet (p.b .u.h.) on the authority of Abu Hurayrah , states that the

-
Prophet (p .b .u .h .) gave l icence for the transmission of Jihili poetry

with the exception of t wo poems (o ne of Umayyah bin Abi ~al~ , the

other of Al-A'sha) . 8 The idea reflected in Traditions thatsame lS

the Pr ophe t (p.b.u .h .) used to sit with his Companions and li s ten

to their recitation of pre-Islamic poet ry, a t time s smiling (that

is, with approval). Among the pieces recited in the presence of

the Prophe t ( p .b . u .h .) a r e verses of pralse , of contemplation on

life and death , of belief and p iety; there are also some verses

recited by women at a wedding celebration, and even a complaint o f

d d b ' i f 9a poe t eserte y hlS 1.'1 e .

Further evidence of the Prophet's favourabl e attitud e to some pre-

I slamic poetry is evident in t he fa c t t hat the Prophe t (p . b . u .h . )

f avou red certain pre-Islami c poets . Once when lmru ' l Qays was

men t i oned befo re the Pr op het ( p .b . u . h .) , he r emark ed, "He was the

t a i f h d 1 b f I . b ,,10cap a l n 0 t e poets an t le ea re r 0 t le l r anne r , The gene r a l

nc ccp r ancc of se lec te d Jah i l I poetry i s we l l i ll ustra t ed in t he

fo l lowi ng r cpo r t by one o f the Companions . 'Abd Al- I{a hm:in bin Bak r ah

r eport s, " I us ed t o sit ln t he co mpany of the Nessen ger of Allah

(p .b .u .h .) with my father in the mos que , and they used to r e c it e

t d b h ' f h -I" " 11poe ry an remem er appen i ngs 0 t e Ja i i l i y y ah .
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At t he da wn of I s l am there were basica l l y th ree parties of poe t s

compo s ~ng . The first group comprised of the "mushrik" poets, dee p

in the ir enmity and opposition to Islam . They simply detested the

Prophet (p. b . u . h . ) and used the "hijii" at great lengths, trying to

de f ame t he Pr ophe t (p .b .u .h .) an d lower the status of Islam.

Prom i ne n t among these were'Abd Allah bin Zibara, Abu lzzah Al-Juma~i

and AbIT Sufyan b in ~arith . The second gr oup compr i s ed those Muslim

poets who expounded t he t eachings o f I slam in tlleir poetry, def en ded

them, and at times composed satires against t he "mushrik" poe t s .

The ea rly Musl im poets gave expression to their poetic talents sinc e

. . 12 . d .t he II~J rah . Th ~ s oes not mean t hat t he Mu s l ~ms who accepted

Is l am be for e the Hijrah and then composed poetry, were not influenced

by t he I slami c element . The Muslims before the Hi j r ah were few in

number . However, the task of defending Islam and propagating its

be aut i e s wa s lef t to the " Poets of the Pr ophet (p.b .u .h . ) " : (,.Abd

AI l.iih bin Rawah ah , Kat b bin Mal ik and Has s an bin Tha b i t. 13 Be s i de s

t hes e, cAbba s i bn ~mrdas and 'Abba s ibn 'Abd Al-Mu~ salib also, on every

occasion , defended the Musl ims aga inst t he poet i c attacks of the

"mu s hrik l n " . Yet a t hird party o f poe t s du r i ng this pe r i od were

t hos e poets who did no t defend I slam nor a t tack it , Some of t he m

a ccc p t ed I slam , while the r e st r ema i ned as "mushrikln" . Bu t neve r

at any st age did t he s e poets involve themselves in poe t ic di sputes.

The mo re famou s among t hc m werc LabId , Nllwayr ah , AI-Khansa and i\bli

It was within this poe t i c env i r onmen t t hat the Prophet (p . b .ll .h.)

dcu .ou s t r a t cd his defi ni te a tti tud e t.owa r ds poet ry . Incidents
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co nce r n 1ng tile Prophe t (p.b.u.h.) i nqu i r i ng about poetry, certain l y

reflect a genu i n~ interest 1n the poetic art. Once the Messenger

of Allah questioned "Abd All.ih bin RawaJ:1ah, "What 1S poetry?" He

replied, "A thing that possesses the heart of a man, then he brings

it on his tongue. That is poetry.,,14 On another occasion'Abd Allah

bin RawaJ:1ah was questioned about his method of poetic composition.

The Mess en ger o f Allah (p.b .u.h.) asked, "How do you recite poetry,

when you want t o say (something) if you are astonished by that? "

Ibn Rawaha h rep lied, "1 consider that, then I recite," Thereupon the

I, I d "1' d de a I wi t h tile "musllr1'k-1'n" .15roplet requeste, t 1S your uty to u

The Prophet (p.b.u .h .), besides inquiring about poetry, went a step

further. He had actually recited verses (composed by poets) on

numerous occa S1ons . AI-Bara reports that once the Messenger of

Allah ( p .b .u . h .) was digging up soil during the Ba t t l e of Trench,

and in t he process, his clothes became soiled up to waist level.

The Prophe t (p . b.u.h.) then recited these lines:

By All ah! We re i t not [or Allah we woul d no t have r eceived
gui da nce ,

No r wou ld we have g i ven alms, nor performed " s a l ah ".
(0 Allah) Gran t us con ten tmen t o f he a r t ,
:lnd when wc a re con front ed, make out s teps fi rm,
Indeed t he s e peop l e have commi t ted ex ces s es agains t us,
whe n they i ntended mi s c hie f against us, we fo ugh t ag ains t i t. 16

Abli 'Al1I r i bn AI -Alii rela tes to us another Tr ad it i on unde rl i n i ng the

f 3Ct that the Prophet 's special i n t ere s t in poe try led hil1l to r ec i t e

on a number of occ as i ons . Ibn AI - A'L i r emar ks: "Ta r a f ah alone is

the mos t poet i c of them." lie me an t h is "qa~id ah" wherein he says:
. :" . \ ., .. .

>........,- ~._• .r:-'. d ..:.>h \ " u _~.J

The ruins a t lI u r qa h 'l'hn luuud are Klwlllall 's .--
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An 1n it he says :

.->~'.-eJ 0-0 ./ LPl; l:~ \: .J

The days show you wha t you knew not,
and bring you stories of one they did not feed.

The Pr ophe t (p . b . u . h . ) recited this verse and said , "This 1S f r om

,,17
the words of prophecy.

Al -Bukharl 1n his "Sahih" mentions yet another occaS10n when the

Prophet (p .b .u.h .) recited verses of Huslim poets . In a "l;ladIth"

attributed to Ab~ Hurayrah , t he Prophet (p .b .u .h .) is narrated to

have said , "A Huslim bro t her of yours who does not say dirty words ,
,

(and by that he meant Ibn Rawa~ah) said :

Amongs t us is Allah's Apostle who r ecites Hi s book i n the
r adiant ear ly morning time .

He gave us gui dance and light while we were blind and astray,
ou r hearts are sure that what ever he says will certainly
hap pen .

He does no t touch his bed at ni ght (be i ng busy in wors!lipping
18Allah) , while the believers are sound as lee p in t heir bed .

Even 1n time s of injury , the Prophet (p .b.u. h .) conso led hims e l f

with the r ec itat ion of poetry . In a "~adIth" narrated by Jundub,

t he Pr op!le t (p.b.u .h .) 1S reported to have injured his toe after

s t umbl i ng across a stone. The Prophet (p.b.u.h .) then quoted the

f ollowi ng verse:
,

~.DJ\ ~ ~.~
~

~) ~~~\ ~ \ U.o-

19You are certain ly a toe bathed in b lood i n Al lah ' s way .
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Evidence of the Prophet 's favourable attitude towards poetry is also

visible in the numerous occas i ons when the Prophet (p .b.u .h .) listened

directly to verses recited by poets . On one occasion AI-Nabighah

Al-Ja'di recited his "qa9Idah" before the Messenger (p .b .u.h .) , in

whi ch he says:

~~~\6 ~ \Jf~..-J lS .>--.J L.. ) ~ ') ~ ~l J J-' .) ~\

I ca~e to the Messenger of Allah when he came with the guidance ,
and he recites a Book that is like the galaxy , i l l umi na t ed.

And when he recited :

We reached the s ky, our gi ory and fame ,
and sur e ly we hope, be yond that , for a lookout .

The Prophet inquired , "Where to , 0 Aba Layla1" He replied , "To

Paradise" . The Prophet added , "If Allah wills ." And when

Al-N;bighah recited :
\ ..J~.<:.>\ ~r--- ~' ..J >\~ d..J ~~ l')~~ ~~--:a )

'--> ..>-""~~ \ »» J \ \..0 \' )~~, c:.L.l l.:.T~~ I') \ ~ {"s'~ --:2i.J
There is no good in me rcy if the re is no

ha st e to protect its clarity from turbidity .
The r e is no good in ignorance if there is no

forbearance as quenched thirst returns. 20

The Prophet (p .b .u .h.) fully appreciated Al Nabighah's endeavours

at using poetry as a medium inviting towards Islam . Hence he prayed

for him, saying , "May God not break your teeth !,,21

The aforementioned i nciden t conce rning the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) and

Al-Nabighah , reveals a gr eat deal concern ing the Prophet's gene ral



105 .

attitude towards poetry . The Prophet (p.b .u. h .) not only listen ed

to AI-N5bighah'~ verses, he questioned him , spurred him to recit e

more , and f i nal l y prayed for him.

I n th is connection , Ibn ~Abd Rabbihi relates anothf;r "l}adith" where

' A' is ha h r. a. happened to be in t he company of the Pr ophe t (p.b. u. h. ) ,

and she r ecited t he following vers es o f Zuhayr bin Janab :
\ r: -' \ , ~ , .~ .\ . ~ ........ . \~~ ~J\

L~ l.,~ 'J-L c.>--' '';~ • L-a....... . ..........,.- --"...:...-r " A ~ ..

~. ~ ~ L...-:' ~U ~' \ L:r' \.;.I L;.~~ J l-'~'

Leave your weakness , it s fol ly is not fit
a day lest the penalty you earn befall you .

One pays or praises you fo r ,
you are praised fo r what you do as one pays .

At that the Prophet (p .b .u.h.) remarked, "He is right , O~A ' ishah.

d d d
,,22

Allah does not rewar one who oes not rewar men .

Among t he vanous incidents r e lating to t he Prophet (p .b .u .h . )

listening to poe t r y , th e following incident conce rn i ng Ib n Sal rm

-
Al-Kha z ~-l 'i, i s s t r i k i ng , (or it c l ea rl y ill ustrat e s the l'rophc t

(p .b.u .h .) being deeply moved at the cnd of a poetic recital. Once

Ibn Sa l [ m AI-Khaza~i came to the Hessenger of Al lah (p .b . u. h . )

aski ng fo r ass is tance . The Khaz a'ah were al l i e s of t he Prophet

(p .b .u .h .) . The Kha za ' ah had contracted a t r uce wit h t he Qu raysh .

Howeve r , t he Qur ays h s udde nl y vi o l at ed th is tr uce an d att acked a

t r ibe o f the Kh a zav ah , the Banu Ka t b , k i ll i ng ma ny of t he ir members

and seiz ing thei r wea lt h . ~Amr then came fo rwa rd t o t he Hessenge r

o f Al lah (p .b .u . h . ) and recited the f o l l owing ve r se s :
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..
o Lord, indeed I am rec~t~ng verses to ~ohammed,

the oath of our father and his father, time - honoured.
We had begotten them and they were the offspring ,

then we accepted Islam, but did not withdraw the hand .
And they are debased and insignificant in number,

so help, may Allah guide you with His help, .forever!
And call on the servants o~ Allah, they will offer assistance,

amongst them is the Hessenger of Allah, they have renounced.
Verily they have humiliated him and his face has taken on a

glowering expression in a large military unit, like the sea
moving and churning .

When this recital terminated , tears began to flow from the eyes of

the Messenger of Allah (p.b.u.h .) , and he looked at a cloud and

remarked, IIBy Him who has sent me with the truth, as a prophet,

verily this cloud will begin helping the Banl Ka'b ." Thereafter the

Messenger of Allah left with those who were with him to assist the,
- b 23Banu Ka" •

In the study of Arabic literature, perhaps the most distorted account

concerning the Prophet's attitude towards non-Huslim poets , is the

incident concerning KaC.b bin Zuhayr accepting Islam. Indeed many

European scholars, and some erring Muslim scholars, have explained

Ka~b's accepting Islam simply because he was threatened with death

by the Prophet. The circumstances leading to this threat are

conveniently forgotten . In the following lines, an attempt will be

made to explain the actual circumstances leading to his accepting

Islam, his recital of his famous IIqa~idahll, IIBanat ~u'adll, and the

response of the Prophet (p .b .u .h.).

The Apostle o[ Allah (p.b.u .h.) once threatened Ka<'b bin Zuhayr with

death, when Ka~b sent a message to his brother Bujayr, forbidding
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him from accepting Islam . The Prophet (p .b.u .h .) expressed his

anger, and then his brother Bujayr sent a missive to Il i m saying :

Woe unto you The Prophet - Cod bless him and gran t him salvation! ­
has threatened you with death for what has come to his ears of
what you said . He has also threatened other people in Makkah
that have run him down and annoyed him and he had them both
killed - meaning I bn Kha~al and Ibn Hubab a - and t he poets of
Quraysh , s uch as I hn Ziba~ra and ~ubayrah ibn AbG Wahb , a r e
s till alive bu t hav e f led in a ll direct ions. Thus , if you care
for your life , hu r ry to the Apostle of Allah - God bless him
and grant him salvation! - fo r he doe s not kill whoever approaches
him with repentance . Othe rwise , l ook f or safety any way you can ,
for he - by God! - , is going to kill you!24

Ka'b was completely at a los s because of this and went disgui sed to
I

the Messenger of Allah (p .b .u .h .) . When t he Prophet ·(p .b .u~.h .)

finished his morning prayer , Ka'b laid his hand on t he hand of the

Hessenger of Allah (p .b.u .h .) and s a i d, "Allah's Apostle . If

Ka'b ibn Zuhayr should come with repentance and ask for protection ,

would you grant it to him , that I may bring him to you?" He

answered , "He would be s a f e . " Thereupon Ka<'b uncovered his face and

said . "May 1 ransom t hee with my father and mother , 0 Apostle of

Allah! , this is the place where he seeks refuge with you . I am

Ka"b ibn Zuhayr ." Then t he Hes senge r of Allah (p .b .u .h.) granted

him his protection , and "the reupon Ka'b recited this "qa~Idah" of his ,

which begins :

S~'ad has depar ted and t hus my hea rt today yearns madly for
her traces, and i s enslaved wi thout redemption .

saying III iL after this lyric prelude and the mention o[ his great

fear and wariness :
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I was told Allah's Apostle had sentenced me
but h i s pardon was to be hoped for .

Res pi t e ! Your religion , which gave you the g if t of t he Qur ' i n ,
co nt a i ns admonitions and distinctions.

Do not pun is h me be cause of s l ande rers ' words,
for 1 did not s i n , t ho ugh 1 d i d sp eak too muc h .

The Pr ophet (p .b . u . h . ) did not rebuke his word, nor promise in vain,

but fo rgave him and gave him his own robe, which Mu<awiyah later

bou ght f rom him for 30 000 di rhams, or, as AI~Utbah says, f o r

20 000 . 25

Many say - among them the poe t 'Abd · AI-Karim ibn Ib r ah irn AI-Nuhshali -

that the Pr ophe t (p .b .u.h.) gave him , beside the robe , one hundred

came ls . Later AI-Ahwa~ reminded'Umar ibn ~\bd AI-Azlz of the present

made by t he Apostle of Allah (p .b .u .h.) to Ka'b , for he had be en

hesitant about the propriety of making gifts to poets :

You have be fore you the gift of one hundred came l s ,
ei ght years of age and older , made to Ka'b for his poetry,

by the Apostle of Allah , with His light en l ightene d .
Peace be on him , morning and evening . 26

The incident concerning Ka~b clearly illustrates t he following :

1. Death threats issued by the Prophet (p .b.u .h .) were not directed

at all non-Muslim poets oppo sing the I slamic movement. The se

threats were issued to a few poets who s e op pos i t i on to the

Islamic movement ex ceeded all bounds. They we r e guilty of a

variety of grave offences: some stooped to the lowest levels

1n de famin g - by means of poetic compositions - the pure
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personality of t he Prophet (p.b .u . h . ) ; while others , like

Ka<' b ibn Zuhayr , act ively en ga ged in preventing individua ls

f rom accept i ng Islam .

2 . Kal.b, tbou gh pursued by the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) , had complet e

f reedom t o go into hiding , or ev en l eave the Arabi an penins ul a .

But he chos e to approach the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) and repent .

lie coul d have stopped at t his point an d r crna in cd a "mushr i k".

Howeve r , on h i s own f r ee wi ll , he opted for accepting Is lam .

3. The Prophet (p .b .u .lt.) displayed patience and appreciation whe n

l istening t o Ka' b 's ode , to t he extent tha t he offe red him a

mate rial r eward .

Inciden ts conce rning t he Prophe t (p.b.u.h.) patien tly listening to

"qa!?idahs" of poets accepting Islam are numerous i n the history of

Arabic lite rature . Khallad bin Qur r ah r eports that once A~ sha bin

Qays came to the Prophet (p .b .u .h . ) , expressing his intention to

accept Islam . He then reci ted a long "qa!?Idah" praising the

Prophet (p .b .u.h .) , expressing his relief at relinquishing the

Jahill way of life , and committing himself t o se riously following

27
the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) .

From the afo reme ntioned i t is p lainly evident that t he Prophet

(p .b .u .h .) had a dee p inte r e s t i n poetry, induc rng him t o i nqui re

about , recite , and listen t o poet r y . This favou rable atti t ude i s

f ur t he r reflected in his f r equent r eque s t s for the r ec i t a l of ver s es
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composed by Muslim and non-Huslirn poe ts . Among t hes e poe ts the

Prophet (p i b vu v h , ) had his favourites. Urnayyah bin AbI Al-~al~ , for

example, was a poet whose verses were generally favoured by the

Prophet (p . b . u. h .). Perhaps it was his advocat ing of " t avlj i d" that

was responsible f.or this attitude . Prominent among Ununayyah's topics

is the praise of Allah and the low va l ue of the material world .

Abu "Amr bin SharId reports that he was once riding behind the

Prophet (p.b.u.h.) , and the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) ask~d , "Do you have

any of Umayyah bin AbI AI -~al~ts poetry?" He answered in the

affirmative . The Prophet (p .b.u .h.) then requested Abu '/unr to

recite . He recited a vers e. Thereupon the Prophet (p .b.u .h.)

requested him to recite more . This carried on till he recited one

28
hundred verses . Ibn HaddI also narrates the same "had i t h" .but

mentions that the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) further said , "Then he has

.. ,,291n h1S poet ry .

A similar incident i s r e lated by Ibn Sirin who narrates that he was

once travelling with t he Messenge r of Allah (p .b .u .h .) during the

night , when the Prophet (p . b .u . h .) inqui red , "Where is Hassan bin

Thabit?" Hassan at once presented himself before the Prophet

(p .b .u . h. ) . At t he r equest o f t he Mess en ge r of Al l ah (p .b .u . h .) ,

~assin began reciting. The Prophet (p .b .u .h.) patiently listened

until he terminated his recital . The Messenger of Allah (p .b .u.h . )

then rema rked , "Ve r i ly thi s i s s tron ge r on t hem than t he impact of

arrows .,,30
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The Prophet (p .b .u . h.) was f ul l y aware of the me r i ts of unad ul t erat ed

poetic composition and i t s place in the Isl amic movement , henc e he

f requent ly cornme n t ed on the vers es recit ed befor e h i m, and endo rsed

the beautiful ideas exp ressed . In t h i s connect i on Yaz i d ibn 'Am i bn

Muslim reports a narration attributed t o h i s grandfa the r who said:

1 came t o t he Prophet (p.b .u.h.) and a r eciter recited the word s of

Trust not even i f you are i n sanctuary,
f o r desti ny on both sides of eve ry man .

Go your way wi tho ut any fear,
but eve ry provision t hou gh i t nou ri shes passes .

Good and ev i l a re joined in a link.
With all th is the days an d ni ghts come.

Thereupon the Prophet (p .b .lI .h .) sa id , "If the Muslim attains this ,

. d ' d d ,,3 1he ha s su bml tte 1n ee .

AI-A~ma 'I narrates a s imila r i ncident conce rnlng the Prophet (p .b .u . ll. )

lis tening to verses r elating to "' ib adah" and conunen ting on i t s

v itur e s, usi ng bus i nes s termino logy. Al - A;;mac.I says: A man came

to the Pr ophe t (p.b.u .h .) and said , "Hay I recite to you , 0 me s s enge r

of Allah?" He said, "yes". So he recited :

I left s inging and the slng1n g went ,
I became addicted to prayer and meditation .

So attack the red in battle,
ha te t he he r e t i c s in the wars.

o Lord , do not deny my bargain ,
I ' ve sold my wealth and pl ed ged my f ami l-y.

The Pr ophe t (p .b .u .h . ) th en co mme n t ed , "A pro f i t abl e bar ga i n! A

pr o f itab l e ba rga i n ! ,,32
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I ndeed t he Prophe t ' s attitude towards poetry is one which reflects

Ilis appr ec i a t i on of beauty in t he art of poetic compos i t i on. And

i t i s in beaut iful spee c h t hat the Prophe t ( p . b .u . h . ) ex celled.

Says Al1311 It) t he Qur ?an: "You wi 11 make them know t he me l ody of

" J Js peech . Once AI-<'Abbas questioned the Prophet (p .b.u .h .) saying ,

The Messenger of Al l ah

" In what do e s beauty consist , 0 Messenger of All ah?" The Pr ophe t

) ." ,,34(p.b.u .h . r ep11ed , In the tongue.

(p .b .u .h . ) was the most excellent of all mortals in the art o f

e l oquenc e . lie was an Arab whose speech was excellent , and he had

a t a s t e f or ex ce ll en t speech. We re it not so , the Prophet (p .b.u.h .)

would hav e no t, 1n a number of places, g l o r i ed 1n himself f o r

possessing it . He once said , "1 am more eloquen t t hat any ot her

Arabic-speaking person .,,35 Thus the Prophet (p.b.u.h .) almost

inevitably became involved wi t h poet ry with the newcome rs who accepted

Islam , and he used to censu re i t . Hence it wa s nothing innova t ory

f o r people t o di scuss poetry in t he presence of the Prophet (p.b .u. h . ),

and poetic meetings with t he Prophet (p.b .u .h.) abounded.

A "hadith" of the Prophet (p .b . u .u .h.) a ccur a t e l y reflects the love

of poetry of the Arabs : "They will not give up poetry until camels

pve up yearn1ng (for the ir r e s t i ng places) . ,,36 Ibn Abi Al -Sa 'ib

Al -MakhzumI expounded it i n an utterance very much to the point:

"By Allah , were poetry banned , we would be punished at court several

t i me s every day (that i s, f or reciti"ng i t ) . ,,37

The actual words of the Prophet (p .b .u .h.) serve as the best sourc e

i u e s t irua t i ng his attitude towards poetry . Fortunat e ly , this attitude
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1S exp r e ss cu i n a simple straight-fo rward language . This character=

isti c 1S evident in all his "al)iid itl)". However , the followin g

"h adlth " 1S s t r ik i ng , f o r l n one s entence, it exp resses his gene r a l

attitude t o\,;ards poe try . The Prophe t (p .b .u .h . ) lS once r e po r t ed

to hav e said , "Inde ed poetry i s a mode of expression ( "kaL~m") , an d

ln "kal am" the re is t he good and the ugl y.,,3 8 On ano the r occ a Sl on

Another utt eran ceis good ;

he wa s asked t o conune n t on poe t ry . He rema rked : "The good in i t

d h l · · . 1 ,,39an t e ug y ln I t, is ug y .

att ri but ed to t he Prophet ( p . b . u . h .) permi t s poet ry if i ts a im lS

t o ga in jus ti ce f r om opp re s sion , to gain means of del ive ranc e from

. . d . d 40pov er t y and express i on of gratltu e f or a favour receive .

The Prophet ' s advice o f selecting the good and i gnor ing the ugly in

poe t ry , has a lso been expl a i ne d by r bn Ras hiq . r bn Ra shIq , ln h is

"'Umd ah", af te r a chap t e r "On the excel lence o f poetry", adds anot her

"In r ep l y to those who abhor poetry ." It is made up o f traditions

att ribut ed to the Prophe t (p.b .u . h .) himself , his wi f e 'X' i s ha h r . a.,

and h is Companions . The i r defence of poe t ry is bas ed on , among

othe rs , a mo r a l r e l ativism, a s one can see in a saying at tri buted

to the Prophet (p . b . u . h . ) : "Poe try is a speech c ompound (o f va rlOU S

t h ings ), wha t ev er i s in agreelnent with truth, 15 beautiful;

4 1wh a t ev er 1S no t , l acks any goddne s s ."

The Andalus i an , I bn "Abd Rabb i h , i n his f amous "AI :rqd AI-Farld" (The

un i qu e ne ckl ac e ), had already defended poetry, a s. o the r s ha d wit h

sim ila r statements . Hi.s opening passage on "The merits of poetry"

de s erve s special me n t i on :
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One of the proof s of the i mpor t an t rank occupied by poetry in
the opinion of the Arabs and the revered role it had in their
hearts is that when the Prophet - God bl.ess him and grant him
salvation! - was s ent the Qur~an, unique in its arrangment,
perfect in its compos i t i on, and the people of Quraysh became
astonished at what they heard . They exclaimed : "That can
only be sorcery! " And they. said about the Prophet - God bless
him and grant him salvation! -: "He is a poet for whom we
await Fate's uncertainty?" (Al-Qur ' an LII . 30). This is the
same Prophet - God bless him and grant him s a lvat ion ! - who
was once deligh ted by~Amr ibn Al-Athimm 's discours~ and he
remarked : "That is indeed cap tiva ting eloquence!" 2

From the preceding lines it is plainly evident that the V1ew once

widely held that Mo~an~ad (p.b.u.h .) and Islam discouraged poetry

and the poets, is now generally discredited. One needs only to

exam1ne the relationship betwee~ .the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) and ~assan

to discover his deep awareness of the value of poetry 1n defending

Islam . The Companions have reco rded a number of "al~adith" whe r e i n

he encouraged ~assan to compos e poe try , assuring Ilim of Allah 's help .

The Prophet (p.b .u .h .) us ed t o implore Allah : "0 Allah , strengthen

him with the Holy Spirit ~,,43 The Prophet (p.b.u .h.) also used to

say to tlassan , "Recite (poetry) . The Holy Spirit is with you . ,,44

A s i mi l a r "~adith" is al so reported from Jabir , who relates that the

Prophet (p .b.u .h .) said on the "Day of the Parties" ("yaum al -a~zab"):

"Who will defend the honour of the Muslims?" ~assan replied : "I" .

The Prophet (p .b .u .h .) then said: "Stand up (and) satirise them ,

for verily the Holy Spirit will assist you .,,45 'A~ ishah r.a . also

reports a related "~adIth". She relates that she heard the Mes senger

of Allah (p .b .u.h.) saY1ng to Hass an : "Verily the Holy Spirit will

not cease to assist you 1n you r defence of Allah and His Messenger

( b ) ,,46
p •• u v h . . Indeed it is glaringly evident that the Divine hand
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was ava i lab le to assist lja s s an i n his major role as the chief poetic

defendant in t he Islamic movement.

The r-tessenger of Allah (p.b.u .h .) was very conscious of t he element

of wisdom in poetry . This is evident 1n a number of "ahadlth"

recorded by the Compani ons. Ubay ibn Ka~b narrates : Allah 's

Apostle (p .b.u .h .) s a i d: " . . ,,47Indeed there 1S w1sdom poetry .

Tile Companions (and all Muslims in general) were to benefi t not only

from the wisdom 1n poetry . Indeed the art of poetic composition

could - subject to certain conditions - very easily become acts of

"<ibadah" . AI-Daylami reports on the authority of Ibn Has'ud ,

traceable in ascending order of traditonaries Wt he Prophet (p .b .u .h.)

that : "The poets who die as Muslims will be conunanded by Allah to

recite poetry, and the choice virgins of Paradise who will be their

mates , will put it to music . And those who died in "shirk" , will

be invited to distress and destruction in Hell . ,A8

The lofty status occupied by poetry in the "majalis" of the Prophet

(p.b .u .h .) is reflected i n the f ollowing report by Abu Bakr r. a . .

Says Abii Bakr. r va • : I was with the Prophet (p.b .lI .h.) , and there

was a poet before him reciting . So I said to him , "How is that?

QurJan and poetry?" "Sometimes Qur :>an, and sometimes poetry" ,

49answer ed the Prophet .

Among the narrat ions portraying the Prophet's attit ude to poetry ,

t he fol.lo wing narration by Sa l ama bin AI-Akwa'deserves sp ecial
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mention , for, in one incident , it reveals the Prophet being attracted

to a particular poem, listening attentively to it, praying for the

poet, and prophesying the special reward reserved for the poet 1n

the hereafter . Salama bin Al-Akwanarrates :

We went out with Allah 's Apostle (p .b.u.h.) to Khaybar and we
travelled during the night. A man amongst the people said to

'Amir bin Al -Akwa.... "Won't you let us hear your poet ry?" 'Ami r
was a poet, and so he got down and started (chanting "I}uda")
reciting for the people , poetry that keeps pace with the camel's
footsteps, saying:

o Allah, without you we would not have been guided on the right
path, .

neither would we have given "in charity , nor prayed .
So please forgive us for what we have committed . Let all of

us be sacrificed for ·you r cause .
When we meet our enemy , make our feet firm ,
Bestow peace and calmness on us.
And if they all call us towards an unjust thing , we will refuse .
The infidels have made a hue and cry to ask others for help

against us.

Allah's Apostle (p .b .u.h .) said , "Who is that driver?" They
said, "He is 'Amir bin Al-Akwa' ." He said , "May Allah bestow
mercy on him." In the course of the battle <Amir died through
an accident with his own sword . Some Muslims then expressed
doubts about his righteousness . The Prophet (p .b .u .h.) then
dispelled these suspicions and said , " ~Arnir will have double
reward ." (\.,Thile speaking) the Prophet (p.b.u.h.) put two of
his fingers to indicate tha t and added, "He was really a hard­
working m~n and a "mujahid" , and rarely has there lived in it
(i .e. Hadinah or the battlefield) an Arab like him ."50

The Prophet's involvement with poetry involved a wide spectrum of

activities. Poetry, for example , was recited by the Prophet (p.b.u .h.)

and his Companions when they transported materials during the

construction of the Prophet 's Hosque at Madinah. 5 1 In another
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repo rt, t he Pr ophe t (p.b .u.h.) and Ibn Rawat~ ah are reported to have

recited poetry to raise their spi rits du ring the cons truction of the

Nosque . Says Ibn <'Abbas: The Hessenge r of Allah (p .b .u .h . ) was

buildi:ng the mosque and'Abd Allah bin Rawahah was s aying:

Successful i ndeed is the one that co nce r ns h ims el f wi th t he mosques

The me s s e n g e r 0 f Al l a h (p . b . u . h . ) the n r e peat e d t h e s ame .

Ibn Rawahah cont inued :

He recit es the Qur ~an stand i ng and s i tting .

. 52
The Messe nge r ol: All ah (p.b .u . h .) r epeated the s ame .

If one had t o selec t just one "had i t h " to illustrate the position

of poetry in I sl am, then the following "hadith" related by 'ft.' ishah r v a .

must ce rtainly be t he one. ~A'ishah r. a. reports that the Messenger

of Allah (p.b .u .h.) kept a pulpit in the mosque for ~assan, who used

to s tand on i t, praise the Messenger of Al l ah (p .b . u . h . ) and de fend

him. And t he Messenger of All ah (p.b .u.h.) used to, say t hat verily

Allah stren gt hens ija ssin with the Holy Spirit in his defence and

praise of the Messenge r of Allah (p . b.u .h .) .53

Fr om t he preceding l i ne s it is clear t hat poetry occupied a defin it e

place no t only i n Isl am in gene r a l , but a l so in t he mosque : a place

res erved f o r lIC,i badah". This is of particular si gnificance for it

au t omar i c a l l.y i mp l i e s tha t (selected chaste ) poet ry may be l abelled

lItib ad at," Th is f act i s well illustrat ed in the following incident

1n the Mos que o f t he Prophet (p.b .u .h .). Once a part y fro m the
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Banu Tamim came over to the Prophet (p.b.u.h.), asking for an

oratorical and poetic contest with the Muslims. After Al-Zabarqan

of Ban~ TamIm had recited some couplets, ijassin bin TI~bit ' 0 at the

request of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.), recited some verses. The awe of
I

the Banu Tamim is reflected in the words of one of their men, AI-Aqr~:

"Verily this man (the Prophet) has incited his people so well, that

surely his poet ~s bet~er than our poet, and their speech is better

,,54than ours.

The Prophet's strong attitude against the "mushrik" poets was based

on many circumstances and reasons. It was important for him to state

I

the difference between himself and his action on one hand, and their
•

act ivities on the other; con t ras t i ng Allah's message agains t the

poetic celebration of false idols. His object was to reject an

alleged analogy of inspiration (suggestion by the J~nn and other

supernatural forces) and to set ~n opposition the deep religious and

ethical earnestness of his word to secular poetry of a vapid, boastful

and licentious nature. Hence the critical remarks concern~ng poetry

were directed at a set body of poetic compositions which, besides

being un-Islamic, propagated a way of life in which the moral element

was almost completely absent.

Viewed against this background, the "al}udlth" of the Prophet (p . b . u , h.)

condemnin g poetry, become more understandable. It is reported on

the authority of Ab~ Hurayrah that the Messenger of Allah (p.b.u.h.)

once said, ''It is better that the belly of a man be filled with pus,

infecting the belly and destroying it; than it be filled with poetry.I~5
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Abu Sa<-id AI-Khudri also nar rates a similar "~adIth", saying: We

were wa l k i ng wi th the Hes senger of /lllah (p.b .u .h .) a t Araz, when lo ! ,

a poe t came s ingi ng . Then the Mess enger of All ah (p.b. u. h.) s aid ,

"Tak e hold of the de v i l or (he said) stop the dev i l . To fil l up t he

. , . ,,56
belly of a ma n witll pus lS better than to fl11 lt up w1th poetry.

The compiler o f "$aQII} Muslim" expresses doubts about the au t he nc i t y

of this "hadith" .57 However , the early scholars, Al r-Bukh jir i for

ex ample , ge ne r a ll y accept this as a sound "had i r h" . All of them are

agreed that t he c r i t i c i sm contained 1n this "hadI t h" wa s direc t ed

at those poe t s who i mrne r s ed themselve s i n poetry t o such an ex ten t

tha t it h indered them in their major function o f being the "s ervant s

o f Allah"

The Pr ophet (p .b .u . h . ) took strong excep t i on to poet s whose poetry

was pre gnant with exaggeration and oppresslon . Ibn Mas~ijd r eports

that the Mcs~ cn ger of Allah (p .b.u .h .) once said, "Hay those who

d d '
" H d ' hr i 58exaggerate be estroye. e repeate 1t t rlce. Indeed there

was no place for exaggeration ln the verses of Huslim poets . In

another "I}adith" narrated in the "?a~i~", the Messenger of Allah

(p.b.u.h.) is reported to have said, "Beware of oppression , for

verily oppression is the darkness of the Day of Resurrec tion ."

Alt hough thi s "hadith" may apply to oppression generally , Qatadah 1S

of the V1 ew that it refers specifically to the poets and others, like

the people of Makkah, whose poetic attacks amount ed to sheer defama=

. d . 59t10n an oppress1on. As for those poets who ex ceeded all bounds

of mod era tion in their verses and simply indul ged in nuisance against

the Pr op het (p . l> . u . h . ) and the Compan i on s , th ey dese rved the death
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sentence. It 1S related by Qutaylah bin Al-Nadir bin Al-Hiritll that

the Messenger of Allah (p .b.u.h .) ordered 'All r .a. to have her

father killed after he increased his nuisance against the Prophet

(p .b .u .h .) .

h ' 60
101 .

(" -; .
He was captured on the Day of Badr, and Al1 r.a . k1lled

The Muslim poets were constantly reminded to exercise control over

their poetic recitals . In this regard Abu Umamah reports the Prophet

(p , b . u , h , ) as 's ayi ng , "Shame and control of tongue are two branches

of faith, and obscenity and 'bayan' are two branches of hypocrisy.,,61

Whenever the Prophet (p.b .u .h.). heard a.ny utterance which was not
I ; '

true, or which bordered on exaggeration , he immediat~ly rectified it .

The Prophet (p.b .u .h .) was not a poet, but it was a customary habit

of his to correct much of the poetry composed by Muslim poets. For

example, when Anas bin Zanim said :

The Prophet (p .b .u .h .) added "ma'an", and

~ - \..-->--<-! . eUJ \ ~

The Prophet (p .b .u .h .) acted in thi s manner because he wa s "Al-HadI"

(one who guides) , and guidance was his primary concern . The

correction was lIIade to prevent any exaggeration occurring.

c.- J •

Once A 1shah r.a. attended a gathering where young girls were playing

the "daf" and were reciting poetry relating to incidents during the

battle of Badr . Whey they r ec i t ed:

..>-C- ~; L~ ~~':-' ~ ..J
And amongst us 1S a Prophet who knows what is to happen
tomorrow,
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The Prophet (p.b.u .h.) stopped them , saying , "Recite that which you

. . 1 . ,,62were r ec lt l ng ea r le r . Thou gh t he Prophet (p .b .u .h.) posse ssed

knowl edge of the f ut ur e , he prev ent ed the s e g i r ls f rom de lving in to

the subjec t fo r fea r of exaggeration.

Such wa s the st r ic t c en so r s h i p o f poetry en forced by the Pro phet

( p . b .u . ll .) tha t an emi nen t poet like ~assin , whose poetry was the

s t anda r d o f cl assical Arabic poetry , had to make major adjustments

to his poetry a fter accepting Islam .

The prlmary alm of t he early Muslim poets was "al-da'wah ila All ah",

inviting towards Allah, and defending the faith from its enemles .

The Islamic po e ts concerned themselves with directing satires ag ainst

the enemles of Islam dur ing the Prophet~ life time , and against the

false claimants of prophe thood ln the time of Abu Bakr r .a. Poetry

was used to great advantage in raising the spirits of s o l d i e r s on the

battlefield . The Muslim poet s also engaged in "r i t ha " , elegiac

poetry , lamenting those who were martyred while f igh t i ng with the

Pr ophe t (p . b . u . h . ) . In the battles of Badr (2 . A.H.) , Uhad O . A.H. ) ,

and Khand aq O. A. H.) the Muslim poets : Has s an bin Thab i t , Ka'r b bin

Malik and '-Abd Allall bin Rawahah excelled i n motivating the soldiers

to fight in the way o f Allah , and lamenting those who were martyred.

Verses praising the Muslim "mujahidin" were also recited when the

Muslims were victorious over the Persians and Romans. 63

The Compan i ons o f the Pr ophet vi ewed poetry as an e ffective medium

to record histori cal events and propagate Islam . ~len t he Prophet
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(p .b.u .h.) entered the Ka~bah in triumph, and destroyed the idols

therein , the poet Rash i d bin "Abd Allah Al-Sulami recited :

She s a i d : Come to have a love p r a t t le. L said: No . Allah
and Islam forbid you to do so.

Did you not see Mol.wmmad and his tribe at the conquest
(of M.:lkkah) when the idols were broken?

Then you would have seen that the light of Allah is full of
l igh t , and "shirk" is gone into oblivion .64

Simi l a r l y , wh en t he news o f the Prophet I s conquest: o f Makkah spread

all over Arab i a , Khuza t i y of the Muzaynah tribe, the gua r d i an of t he

idols of Nuhm , r ecit ed:

l went to Nuhm in order to offer a sacrifice as I used to do.
I s aid to my soul: Beware, is this God? Have you no sense?
I refuse to admit , my faith is now the religion of Mo~ammad

(p .b .u.h.) whose God is the God of heaven, the Exalted , the
Benovelent. 65

Among the non -Muslim poets who worked r e l en t l e s s l y to discredit the

mission of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.) were the poe ts of the Quraysh :

-
especially , 'Abd Allah bin Ziba~ra, Hubayrah bin Abi Wahb Al-~illkhzumi,

Musaf t bin "Abd Man~f and Abu' Izzah Al-Juma~i; and from the Ban~

Thaq i f , Umayyah bin Abi Al-~al~. They used to say, "Our sayings are

li ke the say ings of Mohammed (p.b.u.h.) ." These poet s used to recit e

sa t i r i. ca l verses before the variOUS Arab tribes that assembled to

66
listen to them. The s e poets were simply living in a world of

"ba~il", a world of falsehood and fantasies. The~r poetic standards

67
we r e bas ed 0 11 the se un t r u t hs . Nay, they were r esponsible for

t nrn ish i.ng the beautiful image of poetry. In this regard , Ibn"'Ubayd



defence of the I s l ami c movement.

123 .

....
says, IOwa sa ya~ lamu-lla~ina ~alamo ayya munqalabiy-yanqlibun" (a l -

Qur i n XXVI . 224) , are the ones that have ruined the art of poetic

" ,,68
compos~t~on.

In the early Islamic period - the period before 1 A.H . - the Muslim

poets did not compos e s a t ires t o def end t hems e l ves against the

satires of th~ "mushrikIn" of Makkah . The Companions now became

impatient because of the disto rted image of Is lam crea ted by the

"mushrik" poets . The poets among the Companions now began serious ly

urging the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) to allow them to compose satires in

In th~s regard, AI -Bara reports
I ; "

that it was once s a i d: "a Me ssenger of Allah , ve rily, Abu Suf yan bin

Al -Harth bin'Abd AI-Mu~~alib satirises you ." The r eupon lbn Rawi~ah

stood up and asked , "a Me s senger of Allah , pe rmit me ( to reply) ."

The Prophet (p .b .u .h .) said , "You are the one who recites

"thabbatall"aho?" I bn Rawil)ah said , "Yes , 0 Messenger of Allah ."

Ibn Rawil)ah then recited:

.
~ C:.J-o ~~ \ \.....0 e:UJ\ ~.

Allah has st reng thened what he has granted to you , in goodness,
the strengthening of Musa , and help , as lie has helped .

The Prophet (p .b.u .h .) prayed , "May Allah make you like that!" Then

Ka ~b asked,in a similar manner, permission to recite , and it was

granted. Fi na lly l;iassan got up and said , "a Messenger of Allah ,

Pe r mi t me (to reply to it) . " Th P h t ( b I ) l i d "ce rop e p ..U. 1, rep le, 0 t o

Abu Bakr r i a . lie will r e l a t e to you an account of the peopl e , their

days , and their descent . Satirise them , and Jibril is with you ,,,69
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Mo1)anunad bin Sirin relates a similar "hadith." Says Ibn SirIn: The

Messenger of All ah (p .b.u.h.) and his Companions were satirised (in

particul ar) by three o f the unbelievers of the Qur ays h : Abli Sufy3n

bin Al-I;larth, 'Amr bin Al~A~ and Ibn Al-Zibal..ra. A person said,

"Perhaps I may, by way of satire, defend ourselves from these people

that have satired us." <'Ali r.a. replied, "The Messenger of Allah

(p.b .u.h.) gave me permission and I did it." The man said, "0

Messenger of Allah, permit me. Perhaps I could defend us, by me ans

of satire, against these people who have sat iri s ed us." His req ues t

was not gr an t ed . The Prophet (p.b.u.h.) then addressed the An~ ar,

say i.ng , "What prevents a people that have helped the t-Iessen ger of

Allah with their arms and their own selves, from helping him .... ith

their t on gue s?" Thereupon Has sjin said, "1 am r eady for it, 0

Messenger of Allah." Hassan then expressed his det ermination t o

propagate the Islamic cause, even if it meant travelling "from

Basra (in present-day~Iraq) to Sana'-a (Yemen) ." The Messen ger o f

Allah (p .b .u .h.) said to him , "Ho........i11 you satirise them ....h i l e 1 am

.... i t h them (in lineage)?" l.lassan replied , "1 will s eparate you f r om

1 d f 1 .. d f d ,,70t nern as a s t r an 0 ra i r 1.S remove rom ough ,

The Prophet (p .b .u.h.) had no.... g1.ven the Muslim poets permission to

compose satires 1.n defence of Islam and the Musl ims. It is reported

on the authority of Anas r .a. that the Prophet (p.b.u.h .) said,

"Strive against the "mushrildn" with your wealth and yourselves and

your tongues .,,71 Another "~adith" narrated by AI-Barn r.a. quotes

the Prophet (p.b .u.h.) saying to Hass an , "Satirise them (the

"mushrikIn") , and (be aware that) Jibril is .... ith you.,,72
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In the eyes of the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) the pure versification of the

Muslim poets was accep t ed a s "j i had " . The I!mu j ah i d" Huslim poet was

likened to the "mujahid" on the battlefield , whose swift arrows

inflicted much injury to the enemy . It is r epor t ed on the authority

of Ka'b bin Hilik that the Hessenger of Allah (p.b.u.h .) once said

to him , "Satirise them . By Him in whose ha nd i s my life , i t is

73stronger against them t han (the shower of) arrows ." The father of

Ka<'b bin Malik relates : When it (verse 224 of Chapter 26) was

revealed , I came t o the Messenge r of Allah (p.b.u. h. ) and said, "0

Messenger of Allah , what i s you r opinion concerning poetry?" The

Prophet (p .b .u .h .) repl i ed, "Indeed a believer is one who s tr i ve s
A

I

it i s like showering them wi t h arrows. ,,74

Yet anothe r

And by Him i n whose hand i s Mohanunad ' s

Ibn Shin and

wi t h his sword an d his tongue.

soul,

C. X' is hah r .a . also r eport "a 1)adIth" to this effect .

"1)ad i t h" on this topic is r elated by Ana s r .a . , who mentions that the

Nessenger of Allah (p .b .u .h .) once s a i d, "Leave them alone , O"uma r.

75It is swifter on them than the shower i ng of arrows ."

The early Nuslim poe ts wer e conscious of the fact that they r ece i ved

the help of Allah, and the blessings of the Prophet (p .b.u.h.) 1n

their poetic endeavours . In 2 . A.H. KaC.b bin Nalik recited :

With the aid of Allah Jibr il and Niki'Il are in our midst ,
and how good they are!76

And Hassan said:

~ G--J d-J ~~ ~.>.:i-! \ L...J..J.J

And Jibril, t he trustee of Allah ,

,

l:r--i.. ' JjJ,~ l u....~..3
" . 77
~ s In our m1dst .
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Three An?ar poets specialised in satirising t he Quraysh. They were

the f amous trio : Has sfin bin Tha b it, Kab bin Malik and ' Abd Allah b i n

Rawaha h . 78 Has s an and Ka" b criticised the "rnus hr i k i n" in ma t te r s of

h is to ry and ach ievemen t . "Abd Allah bin Ravahah used t o conde mn t hem

for thei r "kufr ", stating tha t no stat e in l i fe co u l d be lower than

that o f "ku fr". ~assan and Ka <-b reached g r e a t heights in their

sati rical co mposit ions . In t he la te r Med ine se pe r i od Ibn Rawaha h

. 79
exc e ll ed in h is sati res aga i ns t the Qu r ay s h . Howeve r , t he Muslim

poe t s kep t well wit hin t he limit s o f mode ra t i on , and their satires

were free f rom exagge ra t ions an d l ies .
80

in the opin ion of Qatidah ,

t he exce pt i ve verse (v . 227) of AI-Shu'ari was a direct reference to

the se poct s that con t ended with the satire s o f the "mushrikln" .

Hassin bin Thibit was the most accomplished An~ar poet . Hassan had

be come a Muslim and a poet of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.) since the early

d f I . . h 81ay s 0 t l e H1J r a • The "Muhiijirun" and the "Ansar" relied he avil y

on Hassan to defend the honour of the Muslims . Hassan excelled in

fulfilling h i s rol e as the Prophet I S chief poet . The Quraysh were

ex t r emel y concerned about the satires composed by Hassan .82 Hassanls

expe rt knowl edge of t he history of t he Arabs , hi s na tural di s position

t owa r ds poe try, and above a l l , the divine help he r ec eived , contri =

bu ted t owa r ds maki ng his satiri ca l compos it i ons wit hout paral l e l in

his time . The Prophet (p.b.u .h . ) is report ed to have stated in a

number of "n h.id i t h" that the divine hc l p of .Lib r i l wi 11 be with him

in h is sa t irical composi t ions agains t the Qur a ys h ." In th i s r e gard,

Ibn Sa'd reports on the authority of Ibn Buraydah that JibrIl

assi s ted Hassan bi n Tha b i t in seventy verses in his poe t ic co mposit ions

. . f () 83ln pral s e 0 t he Prophet p.b .u .h ..
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~ia s s an a lso excelled i n composing elegies . When Zayd bin Thab i t

departed from t h i s world, 13assan compos ed an e legy on him. Among the

lines Zayd r eci t ed, a re the foll owing:

Who wi ll r ecite poetry aft er ijassin and his son?
And after Zayd bin Th~b i t who will make
conclusi ons o f various a ffairs?84

85
Has s an j o ined the for c es o(Uthman r i a . during t he period o f unr e s t

and he r e c i t ed a number of i mpassioned od e s; bewailing him, ex press1n g

The follow =r ev erbera t ing ver ses

d isgus t at hi s murde r , and sat irising h i s assa ilant s . These were

. d d 86revolv1ng aroun revenge an war .

in g i s a vers e of Ua s s in, threat enin g the adherent s o f ·All , after the

mu r de r o f ~ Uthmin r . a .:

L~ c..:.:..- \) \.:"; L:.l~\ JJJ" "~~ \-. ) <sO ~.J l:.,.--..--VJ

Soon you will hear in their home: Allah is grea t,
o r ebel s of 'Ut hman !87

it i s ap pa rent t hat Is lam sanctioned the art of poetic compos i t i on

on many d i f I'c r cu t occasions . IJassan bin Thfib i t , f o r example, compos ed

ver s es 1n prai s e o f the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) , in defence of the Islamic

movement, satirising the I mus hr i kI n " , and apologising for his errors.

Once 13ass an bin Thabit apologized for what he had s aid 1n connection

with the c a l umny , t e 11 i ng ~A ' ishah r . a . i n some ver s e s composed in

her pra 1s e :

Chaste a nd we ll - co mpo sed , s he is not s us pec ted o f evil ,
but fal l s victim to i gnorant accu sations .
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saY1ng a l so 1n them :

If 1 s a i d what you claim,
may my fin gers never rais e my Whip again!

t he n adde d :

In de ed, what has been said is just not so ,
but only the words of a slanderous man .

It 1S evident that Hass~n apologised using a sophism about a mat te r

1n which the death sentence given by the Messen ger of Allah (p.b .u. h . )

had been executed . He claimed that to be only the words of a

slanderous man ;
. .. 88

mean1ng , 1ntr1gues .

Much has been wri tten , especially by Weste rn scholars , on lJassiin's

Islamic poetry having a bald style . Once Hass;n himself was questi oned

by Abu Al r-Hu s arn , who conunented: "Your poetry has become ' s o f t ' (or

o l d ) i.n the Islamic pe riod." Hn s s iin replied : "0 my nephew, ve r i ly

Islam prevent s one f r om lying , or forbids lying . And veril y poetry

embellishes lying ." AI-A~ma<' i also comment cd on Has sfin ' s poetry as

hav ing dropped in standa rd after his accepting Islam. AI-Asma'l

. .. . . b"" " f d Li c i ,,89c r i t i c i s c s i t us i ng the ve r l dnn " , to beco me s o t, or e i c i en t .

The early Muslim scholars on the contrary , accept h i s poetry composed

durin g the Isl amic period as the mode l for all lat er gene r a t i ons of

Arab poets . Th :i.s pola risation of attitudes is due to differences in

s ta nda r ds of lit erary criticism . if Uass;n's vers es were to be viewed

with the spectacles of J5hilI principles of li terary criticism, then
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inde ed AI-A~ ma(..i's conclusion of it beco min g "lana" (so ft/def ici ent )

is bef it t i ng . . Viewed in the li gh t of I s lam i c s tanda rd s of lit erary

c r i tic ism, ~a ss5n ' s poetry app ear s excel lent . I f t he r e wa s one

s i ng le facto r that was r esponsi b l l! fo r the r adic a l change in Has s an' s

poetic co mpositions, it was the influence of the Qur "in . Hass~n b i n

Thjib i r c hose t o drop the rude and vile Beduin s t y l e in favour of t hc

new Is lam i c style o f poetic compos i t i on whi ch was d ic t a ted by the

pure in i mi t a bl e styl e o f t he Qur )5n .

Whe n t he Nuslim poet s c ompo s ed poe try t hey conce r ned thems elve s wit h

t opi c s like the one nes s o[ Allah , His prai se , wisdom, good preaching,

" zuhd", good habit s and cust oms, the praise o f the Messenger Allah

., . . . . 90
and hl S Compan lons , and t he f u t l l l ty of ma t e r l a l l sm. Poetry was

now an accept ed me d i um for the broadcasting of basic Qur 'anic

teachings . The Nuslim poet conunitted himself to the propagation of

truth, protecting his country and defending it, and praising thos e

worthy of praise.
9 1

His verses were not soiled with misdeeds and

deficiences . He was not like the ordinary poet who r ecited the

"ghazal" and rhapsodized about beloved women and youth, the one who

invited towards i.mmo r a l i t y ; and if his recital was a lit erary work

of a r t , then the first part was praiseworthy , while the second part

d f i c i 92was e lClent .

The s ta tus o f J:1hill poetry was g re at l y r ed uc ed in t he e a r ly lsl.:lmic

period. Few pane gyri cs were compos ed and these were a l mos t co mpl etel y

dev oid o f exa ggeration . Likewise, the output o[ satires decreased ,

d b I . If' b . 93an 0 scene anguage ln t1e ew satlres ecame less eVldent . The
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"hamasah " poem was used mainly for religious exaltation . In the

"ghazal" the traditional e ro t i c "naslb" was also cleansed of shameful

idioms and phrases . The new I slamic poetry abounded with similes ,

proverbs , wise quotations and mo r~ oft en, inciting one to a ttain

. 94
nob le tra1ts of char ac t e r .

The i nf l ue nce of the Qur>an and "Had lth" was eve n present 1n t he

sati res composed by the Muslim poe t s. Thei r s a t ir i ca l compositions

were a natural 'ac t of def ence against the sat i res direc ted at t hem

by the "mushrikIn" , and it was sanctioned by the Qur 'an :

Allah does not love t hat evil be broadcast , except by one
who is opp ressed . 95 •

The sa tires of the Mus lim poe ts we r e de void o( enmity . They were

in co nfo rmance with the fol lowing vers e o f t he Qur'in :

~ <s~ \ \.....0 . \ ;. --..f " ~ ;

Then whoeve r ac t s unjust ly
the same manne r. 96

against you , the n attack him in

Furthe r evidence of the strong i nfluence of the Qur>in can be s een

in the fact that since 1 . A.H . we find the poets using the "beautiful

names of Allah" which were known in t he Jah iliyyah , like : "Allah" ,

"ya Allah" (0 Allah) , "Rabb " (Lo rd) and "AI - Rahman" (the

Ben i f i c an r ). From 2 . A.H . the poets began us i ng names of Allah

that were no t known before the r ev e l ation of the Qur'an , like :

"Ra r iif " (Compassiona te ) , "~i~ Lr-a r s h" (Possessor of the Throne) ,
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"H.:lw l a a l -mu'mi.ni n" (Has t er of believers) etc . Has san bin Thab i t ,

for example , used t he word " r as ul" in its two possible con tex ts : its

old linguistic meaning and its new Islamic mean1n g , in consecutive

verses :

I s he not the most conce r ned Me ssenger ,
fo r any b l ame against him is washed away by his fulfilment .

And you have pledged allegiance to the Messenger , and he was
excellent and brought unto you fortunes .

Similarly,~Abd Allah bin Rawahah says :

You are the Prophet , and who will deprive himself of his
intercession on the Day of Reckoning when Fate wi ll have
him belitt led .97

"Madh AI- Nabi" ( poe ms 1n praise of th e Prophet , p .b.u.h. ) re ceived

much attention during the early Islamic period. The Prophet (p .b.u.h.)

was l avi sh l y pra i sed in the verses of the Companions , due to their

ext reme love f or him . However , their poetry was never devoid of

tru th and r ea li t y, and exa ggeration was non-exi stent . Na y , it was

ex t r eme l y d i f f i cul t f or them to exaggerate in t heir "madh Al- abi" ,

as lb n Farid expla i ns :

I am of the 0p1nion that every pra1se sh owered on the Pr ophe t
i s still incomplete;

Even if one exceeds praise on him , his rank is even highe r . 98

The poetry of this period did not lose ~ny of its artistic qualities .

It became l ess f ormal and more fun ctional . The re i s harmony in style
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and content, as reflected in the followin g lines of l bn Maroas ,

praising the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) :

I see you , 0 best of c rea tions in all aspects ,
you have spread the Book , whi ch has been revealed
with truth well - known .

You have enlightened with proof , a secret affair:
and you have extinguished with proof, a
b l az ing fi re . 99

The Arab 's ties with poetry were almost unbreakable . The following

narration by Ibn<-Abbas bears testimony to the fact that selected

chaste verses were frequently rec ited 1n the Mosque of Madinah . Ibn

<-Abbas narrates that he used t o r ec i t e poetry , and at times also request

someone else to r ec i t e, in t he mosque . I t 1S r e port ed that he once

called upon<-Umar bin Ra~~h Al-Makhz~m[ to recite the ode which begi ns

with :

Al -Makhzumi reci ted the ode , whi ch comprised almost nine ty verses ,

t i l l the c nd . l.bn 'Abbas then repeated th e e n t i r c o d c . lie had , in

100fact , memorised it 1n jus t one attempt .

I.t was a natural impulsive habit of the Arab to compos e verses. lt

1S report ed by Anas r .a . that when the "Huhajirun" and "An~ar" be gan

digging the t rench (du ring the Battle of Khandaq), they recited :

\>c-~ ~~ ~ v . J-J i c.:.........~
,~ \ G.-..~. \..0 ..>~ \ (s1..J:

We a re the one s who have pl edged allegiance to Hohammad
in "j i.had '", and this pledge will remain for the rest
o f ou r 1i ve s ,
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The Me ss en ger of Allah (p.b.u.h.) was touched by their overriding

spirit, and rep lied thus :

o Allah! Life is
so forgive the

~~\ u':0-~\ ~>-~ r '
0 -'"?~ \.J .J ~:"--:i. \~-~ l~

only for the Heare~fter'101
"An!?ar" and "Muhajirtin"!

The "Hij r ah' " was another topic with which the Mus 1im poets concerned

themselves with. In 3. A.H. ~Abd Allah bin Ja~sh composed the

following verse, referring to the event of the "Hijrah" , when the

"mushrikIn" con spired against the Messenger o f Allah (p .b. u.h.):

And your removing f r om the mosque of Al lah, its people,
so t hat they may not be seen prostrating before Allah
i n t he House. 102

The customary habit of Arabs reciting verses on accepting Islam was

also followed by Hamzah r.a. The followin g verses were r ecit ed b y

Hamzah r. a. be fore the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) , expr e s s i ng his int ention

of becomi.ng a Mus lim, and showing deep gratitude t o Allah f or gu iding

him to the light of Islam . Hamzah r .a . recited :

I pr a ise Allah for gu i d i ng my heart
t o Is lam and those that are pure .

Veri 1)' the "din" has come from t he gre a t Lord
who is we ll acquainted with His servants a nd k i nd t o them .

\.Jhe n lI i s me ss age is r eci t ed t o us
thos e possessing sound underst andin g and j udr-eme nt
s he d t ea r s .

The me s s age Abmad (p.b .u .h.) has co me wit h its gu i da nce ,
wi th verses whose lett ers are clear.

And Ahmad (p.b .u .h .), the chosen one amon gst us, is obeyed;
so do not address hi m with an y r ough ta lk .

The ref ore , by Allah, we cannot su bmi t t o a people
wi thout our swords sett ling t he ma t te r . 10 3
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One of t he ge nera l effects of the Qur'anic censorship o f poetry was

that poets bec ame less concerned with poetry; instead they became

occupied with Qur'anic studies. Among these was Labid bin Rabi~ah ,

who was on e of the poets of the ~Mu~allaqit" . LabId composed very

few verses afte r his co nversion to Islam . These verses express a

feeling of genuine religious piety and have specifically Qur'anic

104
echoe s . Thi s is particularly true of the work he produced l a t er In

. 1 ' f b i f 1 ' 105I11s 1. e on the su j e c t 0 origev i.t y . LabId's deep conc ern with

God , a s the Absolute Reality, is manifest 1.n the f o l l owi ng verses:

.
Yea , t he ri ghteous shall ~eep the way of the r i ght eous ,

and to God turn the s~eps of al l that ab i de s ;
And to God you return , you too: with Him only • 106

r es t t he issues of things and all that they ga t he r;'

The f avour ab le attitude towards poetry 1.S r epresen ted in "ahadith"

s tat i ng that t he f our Righteous Caliphs we r e poe t s , that they e i t he r

d 1 · d . . 107quot e vers es or lstene to recltatlons o f poems. Al-Sha~bi says,

"Abu Bakr (r .a. ) used to recite poetry , and(.Umar (r.a .) used to r ec i t e

poetry , and '-Al[ (r i a . ) was most poetic of them.,,108

Ab~ Bokr r. D. was fond of poetry and eloquen ce in gene r a l , and durin g

t he Jah i l i yya h he r ecited poetry . After Ab li Bakr r .a. accept ed

109Isl am he compos ed litt le poetry . His great l ove for poetry is

evident i n t he following stat ement of h i s : "The Arabs will not ~ lve

up poetry un less the camels are stripped of t heir faculties of

, " 110c rav l ng .
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AbiJ Bakr r. a . \o;a s an expe r t on the genea l ogy and hist o r y of the Arabs.

This fact was acknowl edged by the Prophet (p.b.u .h . ) hims e lf . The

Hessenger of Allah (p.b .u .h.) is reported to have said, "Refer to Abli

Bak r . Yeri l y he is the most knowledgeable amon g you in (the fi e ld

of) genea l ogy . " Has s an , on the advice of the Prophet (p.b.u .h. ),

often approached Abli Bakr r i a . to ge t a bett er under standing of t he

lineage of the Arabs . In reply , Abii Bakr r i a . used to say, "Leave

and and mention so and so . " The Quraysh were always fearfulso so,

of ~assanls satires; and at times they used to say, "Yerily Abli Bakr's

1S evident 1n this poetry. " 1 t 1presence

As in the case o f the other Comp anion s wh o composed poetry, Abli Bakr

r .a . compos ed vers es r elating t o the major teachings of Islam. The

followin g vers es are part o f a poem compos ed by Abu Bakr r.a . ,

expla i n i ng t he mi s s i on the Prophet (p .b .u.h. ):

A truthful Messenger comes to them, but they deny him
and say, "You are not to stay wit h us."

And when we invite them to the truth, t hey turn their backs
and gr owl incessantly, breathing heavily, in their dens .

And how many of our kinsmen among them hav e come forward to li S

and have given up their way of life and turned towards
some t h i ng unoppr es s i ve . 112

During the era of the Righteous Caliphs the various delegations of

the Arabs continued arriving in Madinah, either to inquire about or

accept Islam. Often the Caliphs became engrossed in the poetic

discussions of these delegations . Among the Caliphs'Umar bin

AI-Kh.:ltt ab. . , 1.l1 pn r t i cu la r , had an excc l Le nt kn owl e d g e' o f po etry ;111<1

was very cordial in his relationship with the poets . Once while
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ta lking with the delegation of Gha~fan , he asked , "Which of you

poets is the one who r ec i t es:

I came to you naked , with ~orn coat ,
in fea r as t he suspiciou s sus pect ed me. "

They replied , "AI -Nabighah" .

poets is the one who s ays:

..
Umar r .a . then asked , "Which of your

I swear I leave no doubt to your soul;
besides Allah , t here i s no (o ther) recour se ."

.
t .

They replied , "AI -Nab i ghah" . " Um~r r.a. then r ema rked, "Thi s pe rs on

113
is the most poetic of you r poets. " AI-Nabighah was pre f err ed by

' Uma r r .a. mainly be caus e of t he strong Islamic message expressed in

his verses , and h i s excellent command of the art of poetic

composition.

~ Uma r l s deep interest in poetry can be seen in t Ile following nor ra tion

by Ab~ ~bd AI -Ra~man AI -Nisib~r[ . AI -Nis~b~rI re lates that onc e

Umar i bn Al r-Kha t t ab asked Ka"b AI-AI}bar , after t he latter had

mentioned poetry, "Kac..b , have you found in the Tora any reference to

poet s '!" Ka<. b replied , "In the Tor a I find a peopl e from among the

sons of Isma~ il a .s . , in the beginning of whose line I am , who speak

wisely an d for m prove rbial maximes , and we do not know of any otllc rs

114but the Ar abs . "
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' Uma r r .B . did not exercise any restraint 1n hi s ce nsorship of vil e

poetry. Thi s is a ppa r en t in his relationship with the poe t, Al-Hu~ ay.

'a h . "Umar r i a , made it difficult for poets to earn a living t hrou gh

. . . . , 115 0 ~U
av Logi.z i.ng patrons and a t t ack i ng ,t he l r enenu es . nce ma r r . a .

had AI-Hu~ ayJah imprisoned because of the vainglor i ous content of

his vers e s . ~l i le praising or satirising a person, he us ed to exceed

a ll bound s o f moder a t i on , attributing qua l i ties which did not r ea l l y

exis t in the pe rs on . Af ter a per iod of t ime~Umar r. a . had hilll f reed .

At the time of his l eav i.ng j t Urna r r i a , remarked: " Al r- llu t ay t ah , I fear

tha t you lIIay ye t be sitting witll some Qur ays h lad who wil l have a

young donkey for you to sit on, and he wi ll say : ' A l-lIu~ ayJ ah,

reci te some song ! ' And you will aga ln in t e r f ere wi t h t he r espect

and honour o f peop l e ." Zayd bin Aslam reports t ha t af te r so me time

he himse lf saw A l -llu ~ ay J ah sitting with~Ubayd Allah b i n t Uma r , who

had prov ided him with a young donkey for him to sit on. <Ubayd All~h

. '"bln Umar r equested, "AI-Hu~aY'ah, sing someth ing!" Thereupon he

began singing. Ib n Aslam then interjected, s ay ing: "AI -Hu~aY ' ah ,

haven ' t you remember ed "Umar's words?" Al -Hu ~ a y> ah t urned cold and

rep lied, "Hay Allah have mercy onCoUmar! If he were alive today, we

1d b d . I . Li . " 116wou no t e o l ng any t i i ng i ke tills .

The p l ace of poetry in I s lam lS we ll ill ust rated i n the followin g

inc ident i nvo Iv i ng Tlma r r i a . and 'Abd All a h bin Rawziha h . Anas bin

H51 ik r e po r t s that when the Pr ophe t (p . b .l1.h .) entered Makkah t o

per for m the II·Umrah a Lr-qad a " (t he concluding "tumrah" ), Ibn Rawahah

was wal k in g i n fro nt of h im and he was r eci t in g (v er s es begi nning

wi th t he foll owing ) :
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The t r ibc of unbelieve rs have v i t hdr awn f rom His path ;
t oday we will attack you with. His revelation .

At thi s , LUmar r . a . remarked, "0 Ib n Rawal}ah! In f r ont o f me l S t he

Messen ger of Allah (p . b.u .h .), and you are reciting poetry ln the

"l:J.aram" of Allah?" Thereupon t he Me s senge r of Allah (p .b .u .h .)

"r ep lied, "Leave h im alone , 0 Uma r . I ndeed it i s swifte r on them

1
,, 117

t han t he s howering of arrows . In the eyes of t he Prophet

(p .b .u .h .) the poe tic r ec ita t i on of rb n Rawa~ah was not on l y

permissible , but it wa s encouraged , and accepted as a powerful medium

to express the message of Islam .

Like the Pr oph et (p .b .u .h .) , "Umar r i a . did not have any patience with

those non-Muslim poets who used the poetic licence to indulge in

sheer obscenity . This can be seen in the i ncide nt i nvolving Sul)aym .

He was a Bl ack Nubi an s l ave of t he Banu ~ashas . It was said t ha t

<. • d . 118Uma r r .a. ordered t hat he be kl lle be cause of h lS obscene vers e s .

However , Sul)aym met hi s fa te wi t h the Banu Al -Hashas who had him

killed because he involved t he ir women in his "ghaza l s " , 119

<'Umar's intolerance to poets who exceeded the limits of moderation can

also be seen 1n hi s r e lationship with hi s gove r nor , Al-Nu<' man bin

~dI bin Na~lah . "Umar r . a. had appointed AI-Nu"m~n to a post 1n

Ba~ ra . Once he composed verses in praise of <' Umar r .a . <-
Umar r i a .

then reprimanded h im i n wr iting , fo r saying thin gs which (acco rdin g

LU ) 11 . . 120 . <-to mar r i a . were not rea y i n lam . In h is message Uma r r v a ,

als o quoted the first t hree ve rses of "Su r ah AI-'Mu 'min " of the Ho l y
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Qur ~in . ' Uma r r . a . t hen ca lled hi m t o hi s pre sence and expla i ned t he

r eason f or his reprimand, saYlng that the poets were gu i l t y of saying

t hi ngs which t hey d id not do .
121

Once'Umar r . a., dur i ng his relgn a s Khal ifah , came i nto co ntac t wi t h
,

the Roman Emperor , He r acleus . During t h i s co rrespondence Uma r r. a .

sen t a delega t i on , which included ijassan , inviting Herac l eus to

accept Islam . During t he cours e of the meeting between the Muslim

deleg a t i on and Heracleus, ijassan recited some verses whic h t ouch ed

the emperor . Hassan was rewarded with 500 dinars and 5 silk brocades .

' Umar r . a . que s t i oned the delegat ion on t heir r et urn . In the d i sc ussion

the leader o I the delegation , .Jut hamah bin Masal)iq , ment i oned Ha s s an l s

acce ptance of a gif t . ' Umar r . a . had Ilim seve rely r epr i man ded f or

. 122
thlS act .

1.n another i nc i dcn t i.nvo Iv ing Iuma r r i a . and llas sfin , it was the f o r mc r

tha t e rred . 'Umar r. a. once pas sed by ~as sin who was rec it i ng poe t r y

in t he Mosque of t he Prophet (p .b .u .h .) . "Umar became angry , seized

h im by his ea r and said , " Ls i t (not) froth like the f ro t h of the

came l? " The r c upou Has sjin r e p l i ed, "Spare us f rom you , ' O"'Uma r . By

Allah , verily you know t ha t I used t o reci te verses in this mosque ,

in the presence of him who is nobler than you ." c.
Uma r r .a . r emar ked,

"You hav e spoken the trut h" , an d then proceeded on his way. 123

" Umar' s in te re s t in poetry d i d not mere ly i nvolve his r epr i mand i ng and

• c.
cor rec t i ng poe t s • Uma r r i a . commented on the virtues of poetry ,

announced his famous poets , r eque s t ed fo r verses to be r ec i t ed , and
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he himse lf oft en r ecited verse s . ~Umar bin Al-Kha~~ab 's

special regard for poetry is r e f l ec t ed in the following quotation

of his :

The bes t work of a man is verses of poetry . He introduces
t hem in his argument. He influences a noble hea r t by t hem
and he bends an evil heart by them . 124

~ Uma r r.a . s howed great respect to t he poe try of Zuhayr and Al-Nabi gha h.

This a t tit ude i.s demonstrated in the followin g c c u ve r s a t i on r c po r t ed

by l bn '"Abba s . Ib n [Abba s r elates:

One night , while ' Umar (r.a .) was walking towarBs a pool
th e f i r s t ba t t l e he fought, he said to me , "Shall I t e il
who is the most poetic of poets?" I said , "uho is he?"
replied, "The one who says :

during
you
He

And if only people perpetuate praise, they become eternal;
But the people praise without being i nc line d ." 1 said, "That
is Zuhay r . " He said , "He is the most poet ic of poets . " I
asked, "Why is he the most poetic of poets?" He repli ed,
"Because he was not repetitious in h i s speec h, and he avoided
poetry, and he praised a person (only) f or wh At (quality) he
poss ess ed ."125

Zuhayr 's verses contained many beaut i ful qua l i t i e s ..... hich a tt racted

C Uma r r .a . . His ve r s e s abounded with smootll exp re ssions and r ea l i stic

des c rip t ions . Zuhayr avoided strange .....ords and exce SS1ve pra1se .

C Uma r r .a . pre f erred Zuhayr in matters of form and content ; he was

pa r t icula rly i mpressed by Zuhayr's mode r a t i on . c Uma r r .a. was one of

t he first c r i t i c s that concerned himself with form an d content in

t exts. He ex cell ed 1n the exercise of testing through examination .
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However , t he mo s t encour ag1ng aspect of his literary taste was its

compl e t e confo rmi t y with the commandments of the "sharI<-ah" .

~Umar 's preferen ce for Zuhayr is endorsed in ~e t another incident

related by Ibn ~Abb a s . Once'Umar r i a , questioned Ib n <'Abba s , "Recit e

to me f r om the most poetic of men who does not car r y over fro m the

rhymes and does not seek odd words ." Ibn cAbbT1S asked , "\·rho is t ha t,

o "i\mir Al-Hu' minln"?" ; to which ' Uma r r . a. r epl i ed, "Zuhayr ibn Ab u

_ ,,126
5al ma .

The f ol l owing verses are part of a poem recit ed by <' Uma r r .a. on the

oc casion of t he Conques t of Makkah :

Have you not seen how Allah has made his "din" victorious
ove r eve r y (other) "din" before that , devi ant?

And has strengthened it with the people o f I-Iakka h , a f te r
t hey had plunged themselves in trans gression . 127

' Umar' s ve r s e s covered a wi de variety of topics : he composed vers e s

on the fear of Allah , death , and even on wearin g a new garment . The

followin g lines conc e r n1ng death, wer e once r eci t ed by (Uma r r. a .:

YOll threaten me Ka'b, t hri ce ,
there i s no doub t about what Ka'b has said .

And how coul d I hav e t he fear of death when I myse lf am dead .
but the fea r of t he s i n app ea r s aft e r the sin. 128

On anot her occasion <'Uma r r. a . r eprimanded a pe rson fo r inviting hi m

to a sinful ac t . "Uma r r v a . excla imed :
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Shame on you, indeed the scope of the a ffairs involves
keepin g a distance from Alla~! 129

Wariqah bin Naufil reports that once ~Umar r .a . donned a new gar ment

and became t he centre of attraction . At tllis,LUma r r . a. remarked:

It's nothing you see, its smile will not last .
I t ' s Allah that's permanent,wealth
and children will pe rish . 130

The third KhaII fah,~Uthmin r .a., was sympathetic towards the art of

poetic composit i on . lie did not co mpose mu ch poetry i n his li f e ti me.

l low e ve r , wh cn he d i d compos e v c r s es , he cxcc l.l cd . The t opi cs he

cove r ed in poetry involved the more serious i ssues of life, f or

example , t he pur pose of ex i s t ence . Pr epa r a t i on [ or t he meeting wit h

th e Divine Being, in the eyes of ~Uthmin r .a., is th e only real goa l

in life . All obstacles in this path should be destroyed at once .

This attitude o[~Uthman r i a . 1S clearly eviden t in the followin g

two verses which he repeated frequently in his lifetime:

Destroyed will be sensual delight which obtains -i t s essence
from the forbidden, and misdeeds and disgrace remain .

Wi th it one only encounters evil consequences :
there is no good in sensual deli ght, a ft er it is the Fire . 131

c. -
Ali r .a . fol lowed the examp l e of the fir st three Cal i phs and composed

poetry. There is, in fact, an entire "d lwan" of poetry attributed

t o LA I -l' r . a . 132 c. -Poetry, accordin g to Ali r . a ., was a discernin g

133
ba lance . A good training in the art o[ poetic composition nat
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on ly as s i s t ed in d istingu is h ing t he good and t he bad , i t .:11so helped

i n achiev i ng a s ense of mode r a t i on .

Once'Ali r. a ., when he intend ed to make war, was i ns pi red to s ay:

Whi ch of my deat h days do I fle e?
A day not decreed, or a day decr eed?

A day not decreed I fear not, 134
and caution cannot escape the decree .

In the s tudy of I s l am' s attitude towards poetry, a close l ook at t he

at t i t ude ofc.A' is hah r i a , in thi s re gard, is of great s i gnifi cance .

L~'ishah r.a . was the be loved wife o f the Prophet (p.b .u .h .), and he r

invo lvement in poetry , in f ac t , reflects th e attit ude of the Prophet

(p .b .u.h .) to poetry . She was extreme ly attached .to poetry . Thi s

is confirmed by Al - Hiqdad bin A1-Aswad who s t ates, "I did not know

of any o f the Companions of the Pr ophe t s.a .w. knowing more poetry

I ,-. l b ' b I ( . ) ,, 135t tan A' 15 1.:I h r . a . , or e i ng e t t e r t ran he r i n poe try. She

- 136recited vers es of Jahili poets and encour age d people to study poetry.

LA' i s hah r i a . once said, "Rec ite poetry to your children t o swee te n

their tongues .
II 137

According to'A 'ishah r v a . poe t ry is a medi um

that cou l d be used for both positive and nega tive ends . Says 'A' i sha h

r v a . : "Poetry is a mode of expression . In it is the good and t he

ugly . Take the good 1n it and leave the ugl y ." 138

G~, ishah r.a . often r ec i t ed poetry and preferred certain poets over

others. It is reported on the authorit y of rbn Ab u Mulrka h that

L;;; ' i s h:l h ". :1. (on co ) s a i.d , "Ma y Allah hav e me r cy on I.nb i d who s. i i d :
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Pie rce the brea s t , f at he r l e s s , and go
fol l ow with your noble kin the hidden .

Those who l i ve d i n their s he l t er le ft ,
and I stayed behind like a s cabby sk in .

0 , would he had lived till ou r t i me ! " ""A'ishah r v a . then said, "I can

r ecit e a thous and of hi s vers e s . I recite (his verses) less than

t hat o f others . ,,139 Many other members of t he family of the Prophet

(p .b.u . h .) took interest in , and recited poetry . Fa~imah r. a., for

examp l e , is r eported to have recited verses on the day her father

(the Prophe t p .b .u . h . ) passed away . On anot her occasion, F a ~ imah 's

so n , i\l -I.lllsayn , a lso recited poetry a f te r hi s br o t he r Al r-ll as an had

censured him concerning his wif e . Al-~usayn remarked:

By your life , indeed I love the home
wherein is tranquility and the rebab.

1 love them, and I will spend the greater portion of my wea l t h ;
an d the censurer wi ll not be ab le to b l ame lI\e . 140

MuC.awi yah, the successor ofC.A1I r.a. , a lso t oo k a kee n i ntere st 1n

. (,.. - . .
poetry . L1ke Uma r r .a. , Mu'aw1yah cons1dered Zuhay r to be "t he most

poetic of ·poe t s " , because he got rid of t he supe rfluity 1n panegy rics. 141

Once Ziyad sen t his s on to Mu'~wiyah who in troduced him t o ar t s of

wi s dom and fou nd him aware of a 11 th ings he as kcd fo r . Then he

(~C.awiyah) r ec i t ed poetry to h im. At t ha t, t he son of Ziyid bu rst

out saying , "1 won't rec i te any of i t . " Then Mu~aw iy ah wrot e t o Ziy~d ,

explain ing to him the virtues of poet r y . Mu "' awiy ah wrot e :

~lat prevents you from reciting poetry ? By Al l ah ,
i f one i s hindered and he recites it, he becomes f ree.
I f one is stingy and he recites it , he be comes
gene r ous . I f one is cowardly and he r eci t es it , he
wi ll (ga i n the courage to) f igh t . 142
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At times so me of the Companions expressed doub ts ove r the recit ation

of poet ry . Th i s attitude did not exist because of a poor knowl ed ge

about the place of poetry in Islam . The Companions f ear ed that

some of their bretheren may, at times , erroneousl y indul ge in poe try

t hat was condemne d by the Qur)~n . Once'Abd AIl ~h b i n Zubay r was

su rp r ised t o f ind a gr oup of peop l e r eciti ng poe try i n the courtyard

of t he Mosq ue; they argued that it was not th e k i nd of poe t ry which

i dd 143was for b 1 en .

A simila r inc ident i nvo lved Hohammad b in SI rin , who did no t r es t r a i n

himse lf in emphasi s i ng t he lo f t y st a t us of poetry in Islam . Once

l'Ioh al1 l1nad b i.n Si rin was asked in the ~Io s q ue whether i t was permiss i b l e

to recite poetry during the month of Rama~in (some people even went

so far as to claim that the recitation of poetry nullified the "vudii "} .

Be i mmediat e ly r ecited a verse , and stood up stra i ghtaway to l ead the

144
prayer .

A rel at ed inci.d ent is narrated by ·Arnr bin Ubnyd who r epo rts that a

man from AI-=Uluwiyyah came up to him and s aid, "Veri ly my hear t yea r ns

I f ,,(. i ed 11great y or poe t ry . Amr r e p l i ed , \.Jh at pr even t s you f rom t ha t i n

h i hI· ?,, 145w l C t 1ere lS no ha rm.

The aforement io ned d i s cu s sion s provide i r refutable evidence co nfi rmin g

that the Mes s en ger of Allah (p .b .u .h . ) and his Companions consented

t o poetry, and were deeply affect ed by it . The Pr ophe t (p .b .u . h . )

used t o favou r ce r t a i n poets, sanction t heir co mp ositions, was

s ympa t he t ic towards them , and was very ap pr ehens i ve abou t t hem.
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Poetry wh icll amounted to a mere adornment of lie s and s t ray i ng fr om

t he r i ght pa t h, was forbidden . The o l d ar gument put f orwar d by most

Orientalists that the attitude of the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) was an open

condemnation of poets and poetry, 1S now inadmissible. On the

contrary, the attitude and behaviou r of the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) and

his Companions in respect of poetry , was the single mo s t contribut ory

factor towards laying the fundamental principles of Arabic literary

c r i t i c i sm and the preservation of classical Ar ab i c poetry .
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CONCLUSIO NS

A central problem in the study of Arabic literary culture is an

approach which relies heavily on non-Arabic standards of criticism .

The results of such endeavours can only be negative . This weakness is

unfortunately evident in many Western scholars who have devoted

themselves to the study of Arabic literature . Thus their studies often

ended as an enumeration of departures from, and misunderstandings of,

the spirit of Arabic poetry .

The revelati on of the Qurin laid down the f i r s t principles of l i te r a ry

criticism . Rig ht from the first century A.H. the con cept of poetr y - a

lie o r a trut h - r eceived the attention of s cholars . Zuha yr and

Salama, for example, were admired for their realism in poetry . In an

a t t empt t o s olve the dispute, literary criti cs proposed two

cont rad ic t or y statements: one defending poeti c sincerity and

truthfulness; the other emphasising the poet's freedom from objective

truth . Generally the poetic lie no longer had moral implications .

A strange feature of the writings of Western scholars is the supreme

- -
status accorded to Jahili poetry . The picture painted is one of poetr y

par exce l l e nce. The fundamenta l weaknesses of JahilI poetry are

either deli berate ly or accidental ly ignored . The poetic licence

enabled the pre-Islamic Arab to recite verses that were biind to

morality . Pre -Islamic poetry was largely sensual, i mmoral and
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atheisti c. The hi gh degree of perfection reached in structure and

style was lost in ma'na .

Pre-Islamic poetry was based on a ' wa y of life which had serious

weaknesses . The Arabs were confused in their concept of God: the

majority of them turned to idol worhsip . The social life of these

Arabs compared with t he wor s t in other parts of the world . Excessive

drinking , adultery, and engaging in battles had become an accepted way

of li f e . These basic weaknesses were reflected in their verses ,

reducing it to a body of poetry that was largely vile and

polytheistic .

One question that always remained a source of much debate concerned the

sty le of the Qur'in : was it prosaic or poetic? As .ea r l y as the 1st

century A. H. the mushrik1n alleged that the Qu r ' an was a type of

poetry , and that its i Cj az was due to the fact that it was

poetic . The misconception (or fraudulent accusation) was cleared by

the Qur'an itself which defended its divine purity and the mission of

the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) . The Qur'an , though it displays some prosaic

and poeti c tendencies , is neither prose nor poetry . I ts style is

unique (W i~jazW). A central issue that confronted scholars was

whether the style of the Qu r'an was inimitable or not . The majority of

the critics confLrmed the i~jaz of the Qur an and the futility of

co mparing the divine style with a human one .
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The place of poe t r y in Islam was always , a topic of much heated

d iscussion through the centuries . Scholars always remained di vided

over t he scope of the de s i gna t i on, " I s l a mi c poet ry" . Some individ uals

had even concluded that poetry had no place in Islam . This confusion

was due to a poor understandi ng of:

1) the meaning of verse s 221-227 of Chapter XXVI - which prov ide the

mo s t de tailed Qur )anic accoun t of poe ts and poetry - and the

ci rcums tances sur ro unding t heir r ev e l a t i on;

2) the implications of the exceptive verse (v . 227) of Al-Shu~ari and

the circumstances surrounding its revelation;

3) t he general atti t ude of t he Prophe t ( p .b .u .h .) and his Companions

towards poet ry , and the fac tors that were responsible for the

shaping of this attitude .

The Qur 'anic (and indeed the general Islamic) attitude towards poetr y

was two fold : poetry t hat was conduci ve to Rood was accepted and

encouraged; poet ry that was conducive to evil was simply forbidd en .

The Qur'an reminds us that the poets were the founders of an ideology

that was based on superstition and evil, and that they were constantly

engaged in changing the face of reali ty . This poetry had no place in

Islam . On what gro und s t hen do t he poets j us ti fy t he ir pres e nce i n

ls l arn l c literary cultu re? The mandate is given by the Qur 'an it s e l f.
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Verse 227 of ~-Shu~ari lifted the sanction from Mus lim poets . The art

of poeti c co mpos i t i on was now not only permissible, but it could ­

su bjec t to cer tain cond itions - ve r y eas i l y be accepted as

~ibadat •

The attitude of the Prophe t (p .b .u .h .) to wards poetry was simply an

endorsement of the Qur 'anic one . It revolved around t he idea of

amr bi al-ma'ruf wa nahy G an al-munkar , inviting to wards goo d and

fo r biddi ng that which is detestable . The Prophet (p .b .u .h.) cert ainl y

ac knowledge d the place of poetry in Is lam, but he insisted on ch an g i ng

t he s ta t us and func t i on of poetry . In the ear ly Is lamic period the

un re s t ric ted l icence ac cord ed to poe t s i n ma t t e rs of cont ent were

withdrawn . Poetry now became subservient to the ma jor objectives of

the Islamic movement; it became a medium for inviting towards the

tru th of Islam and defending it against the satires of the

mushrikln •

The posi t ive attitude of the Pro phe t ( p .b .u .h .) to wards poe t ry is

illustrated in t he following facts:

I) The Prophet (p .b .u .h .) enquired about the def inition of poetry .

2) He often recited v e r se s - individually , and a t t i mes with his

Comp anio ns - of Muslim an d non-Musli m poets .



I J.J •

3) The ~Iesse nger of Allah ( p . b . u . h . ) fre quent l y listened directly t o

poet i c r ec itals by the poets themse lves.

4) On numerous occasions he requested his Companions to recite

verses .

5) It was his habit to comment on poetic compos itions: appreciati ng

good poetry and discouraging the recital of ve r s e s that were

undes irab l e .

6) The Prophe t (p .b . u .h . ) ac knowled ged t he e l ement of wis dom i n

poetr y and t he g r ea t role it cou ld pla y i n invi ting towards Is lam

and defend i ng it .

7) He promi s ed a beaut i f u l rewar d for t hose poe t s se rv i ng t he cause

of Is lam.

The aforement ioned are merely a selection of facts conf irmi ng the

positive att itude of the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) towards poetry . In short,

the Prophet's involvement with poetry was an al most complete

i nvolvement : he engaged in al most every aspect of it, min us compos i ng

hi s own verses.
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The Pro phe t ' s c r Lt l cLsm of poetry ranged from mt l d discouragement to

issuing t he death sentence on rare occasions . This attitude was

determined by the relevant circumstances . The Prophet (p .b .u.h .) , for

example, simply di scouraged young girls from praising him too much; on

another occasion he issued the dea th sentence on Abu Qutaylah for his

excessive nuisance against him.

The favourable attitude of the Prophet (p .b .u .h .) and his Companions to

poetic compositions is evident in the fact that the early Muslims were

the "custodians" of the old Arabic poetry . The greatest impetus i n

this direction was provided by the Prophet (p.b .u .h .) who gave the

licence for the transmission of JahUI poetry . The need to elucidat e

rare words and formulations in the Qur 'an inspired the early Muslims t o

seek the n l d of the old Arabic poetry . In s pi t e of the fa ct that

JihilI poetry had fundamental weaknesses , it co nt inued to oc cu py a

place in early Muslim life, serving an important function in the

interpretation of the Qur'an and the development of the Arabic literar y

language .

The relat ionship between Islam and poetry has always been a cordial one

through the centuries : never at any stage was there a cessation in the

art of poetic composition . However, this beautiful image is frequent ly

distorted by many Oriental is tic scholars who are unanimous in their

conclusion that the Qur 'in (and Islam in general) has condemned poets

and poetry . This view is not only surprising, but inconceivable i n
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, -,

view of the fact that it arises from a group of scholars who have not

only mastered the Arabic language. but are well acquainted with

classical Arabic texts. The evidence against this Orientalistic view.

point is overwhelming. to mention ,the least. To these scholars we can

only quote the folloWing Qur~anlc verse:

Deaf. dumb ·and blind; they will never come back!

(Al-Qur~an 11.18)
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