Week #2 – The Heroic Age I – Jahiliya (500 A.D. - 622 A.D.):
Historical context of Arabic Literature
1. Age of Jahiliya in Arabia (500-622 AD) – Cultural capital: Mecca 
2. Pious Age (622-661 AD) – Cultural capital: Medina 
3. Umayyad Age (661-750 AD) – Cultural capital: Damascus
4. Abbasid Age, (750-1258 AD) – Cultural capital: Baghdad, and other regional cultural capitals: Damascus, Cairo, Qayrawan, Fez, etc. 
5. Andalus (750-1492 AD) – Cultural capital: Cordoba 
6. Age of Decline (1258-1798 AD)
7. Modern Age (1798-present AD) – Cultural capital: Aleppo, Beirut, and Cairo 
______________________________________________________________________________
Jan. 17th:
Definitions (cont.)
· Jahiliya definition: the pre-Islamic period was called al-Jahiliya (or age of ignorance). The simple meaning of this concept is that it was an age of ignorance of Islam, or an age of darkness. But a meaning more appropriate of poetry and literature would be “the heroic age”, as jahiliya in Arabic also means bravery in the extreme, recklessness of youth, and haste 
· Example of recklessness: “I dare you to jump over this valley” to show bravery, and they did it 
· The jahiliya produced some of the best Arabic poetry in history and some believe it was the best. The most obvious samples ae the Golden Odes, al-Mou’allakaat.
· The Arabic was more difficult, requires Arabic-Arabic dictionary 
· The difficulty was not because of the meaning, but rather a lack of understanding of the language itself 
· Mou’allakaat = hanging poems 
· In the early days of Islam, they wanted all poetry gone 
· However, the learnt people of Mecca convinced the religious leaders of their brilliance, they were embroidered in gold and hung around the Kaaba 
· They came to appreciate the poetry of the jahiliya 
· Typical scene of a poet in the jahiliya:
· Took place in Arabia, which mostly had deserts 
· The poet enjoys rides on horseback at night 
· Why night? During the day it gets really hot, while the nights it was extremely cold, and people enjoyed life during the nights 
· This setting was the natural climate for the poet
· Next to him is a sword, to be a poet you had to be a knight, or a hero of the tribe with chivalry, must have wonderful descriptive and emotional voice 
· Note: this is not reserved for men only, there were female poets as well
· Poetry (sh’ir): is discourse that is metered, rhymed, and conveys meaning 
· Sh’ir is derivative from feeling
· Aspiring poet: an aspiring poet needs to memorise the poetry of the ancients, study grammar, tropes rhyme, and meter, then familiarize himself with genealogy 
· These are people who are linked to the masters
· They may become great poets 
· Side-note: genealogy = the study and tracing of lines of descent or development
· Trainee poet (rawi, the bard): learning rudiments of the craft by memorizing the poetry of a senior poet, performing the odes of the master and others, and perfecting the various aspects of the creative process
· These are people who only entertain in coffee shops
· The poet is respected as a leader of the tribe, not just an entertainer 
· They are usually the most educated in the tribe 
· Once these tasks had been successfully completed, the aspiring poet would gradually be invited to imitate the best examples of other poets, and finally achieve a level of competence, which would permit him to create his own compositions
· A poet (sha’er): someone who perceives things that other people cannot. An innate talent, a gift from birth, and not acquired. The spark of genius had to be already present for a poet to become really great. Thus poets’ utterances possessed special power. Later, a class developed between Muhammad and the poets, as he received revelations of the Qur’an, and as some though this was kind of sophisticated poetry 
· Talent is not transferable, it is innate 
· The poet, sha’er, is one who feels, and can describe things in extraordinary ways 
· The emergence within a tribe of the Arabian Peninsula of a truly gifted poet was a cause of great rejoicing (ex. The Dalai Lama in Tibet)
· Regardless of material wealth, having a poet was the most valuable thing in a tribe 
· To be the Dalai Lama of Tibet is not hereditary, they are sought after 
· Poetry as diwan al-Arab: literary repository or record of the Arabs, a resort in times of sorrow and happiness, of defeat and victory, an expression of the Arab people’s cultural ideals and the greatest aspirations
· Poetry is one of the defining achievements of the Arabs 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]A poem – qassidah: the look on a page suggests a symmetry 
· Antar’s poem about chivalry, being stabbed and the shine comforting him 
· Recited by Feiruz hundreds of years later 
______________________________________________________________________________
Jan 19th:
Quick recap of languages:
· Unlike French, English and German, which were very primitive, Arabic is a new language which reached maximum eloquence and sophistication hundreds of years ago (it is about 3000 years old)
· Another example: The Italian language began in Florence through Dante and the renaissance and was generalize to the entire country 
Side-note on the origin of the world “Andalus”:
· Andalus = Andals 
· => Vandals = Wandals 
· When the Arabs came to Spain, they were called vandals, and the Arabs could not pronounce it well and became Andalus 
Old Arabia:
· Arabia has huge deserts, austere living, lacks water; wandering around, aridity 
· The poems and prose reflect these living conditions 
· The people in the literature are longing for water, food, etc. 
· We don’t see this in the Abbasid era (remember this!)
· Tribes wandered around, and they included up to hundreds of thousands 
· Society: two types of townsfolk (hodr), and vagabonds (bedu). The first group had settled life, worked in farming or commerce or manufacturing, and created states in Hijaz, al-Hayra (al-Lakhmids in southern Iraq) and in Petra. The bedu moved from place to another looking for water and pasture, and held cattle of sheep and camels. Their food consisted of milk, meat, dates and some grains. They used animal wool and leather for clothes. When they ran out of water and faced hardship they would resort to robbery (salb), kidnapping (khatf) for ransom, rape (ightisab), and gangster (naheb).
· Basically, the first group was civilized and the other was more nomadic 
· Al-Hayra was a small-scale state, it bordered Persia 
· A-Lakhmid is the name of the dynasty which ruled it 
· Petra in Jordan, the original name is a misnomer 
· Originally the Nabatean state 
· It is essentially a stone city 
· The wealth of the bedu was the cattle, but the value of the poet was the highest 
· Ex) A tribe with 50 sheep and 1 poet is superior to a tribe with 5000 sheep
· Values of the bedu persist today as important; generous, gallantry, virtuous, hospitable 
· Meat was scarce for them however
· The bedu preferred male children, so sometimes female babies would be buried 
· They did have negative values, but modernity stresses the good values 
· Note: doing these evil deeds was seen as a proud action, and this is reflected in the poetry (it is proud to be superior to another tribe)
· The moon is essential to Arab culture (evidence: lunar calendar, additionally the moon is the cymbal of Islam – the crescent), the moon dictated commerce, it guided travel at night since daylight was blinding
· The Age of Jahiliya, or Ignorance (500-622) concentrated in Eastern and Central Arabia, mostly in Hejaz and Najd. While Hijaz is mainly arid and hot, Najd is inland, and has more water and many oases, and dry air with nice night breeze, known as asseba, and sun in poetry (ya laylu asseba = we miss the cool breeze of Arabia – from an Andalus song)
· A better name is the Age of Heroism (Assr al-Hamass) 
· Najd is now modern day Riyad (near capital of Saudi Arabia), no humidity and can get cold at night 
· Hejaz is on the Red Sea, it is hot and extremely humid 
· Fight over scarce water was the bloodiest and most violent
· Survival dictates if values are kept or not 
· The bedu also had mini-wars among each other, and such events were called ayyam al-arab (the small wars in Arabia before Islam)
· The tribe was the core social unit (al-qabila), and each tribe t each own; allying with another tribe was the exception, something of the old west in America was at work here in old Arabia: the law of the strong dominated. Prowess and physical strength were source of social norms and values. This was reflected in poetry and early prose: pride, daring, riding challenges, never complains, helping the weak, and generous.
· There was a lot of daring between men of tribes for power 
· This is another source for the naming of the age of ignorance, because people were very reckless
· Ex) Antar: “Victory is but an hour of patience” = (al-nasru sabru sa’a) (refer to hand-biting story) 
· The bedu had passion for hunting and spent days in such expeditions. They also had horse and camel races, consumed a lot of wine, and payed cards, and had dancing and singing nights. However, the bedu man was mainly attracted to the beauty of the woman and that left the deepest race in poetry and expression. 
· The Arabian people value expeditions a lot, and this still persists today 
· Half of the poetry was the other activities, and the other half was love for women 
· Love topics in poems persisted the encompassing of all the other topics combined in poetry 
