Topic #6 – The Abbasid Age I (750-1258 A.D.):
Feb. 27th:
Relevant to midterm:
· Problems of studying Arabic literature 
· Traditional approach followed in the Arab World is to divide Arabic literature into 7 periods or Ages (Jahiliyya, Pious, etc.)
· Roger Allen: no chronology, only by theme (ex. poetry, prose, novels, Quran, etc.)
· He says there is a problem in identifying where poets lie in the chronology 
· He doesn’t believe that the authors are children of their age, he believes art goes across the ages 
· Toelle and Zakharia: mixed approach – they follow a chronology, but also study themes. For example, instead of 7 ages, they come up with 3; The Golden Age (500-1258), the age of decline (1258-1798), the modern age (1798-present) 
· Recall misnomer of the meaning of the word Adab (Chapter 1, Allen) 
______________________________________________________________________________
Introduction:
· The previous Umayyad Age (661-750) was short and unstable; it faced stiff opposition, and blood confrontations. The Abbasids who took power were named after their leader Abul-Abbas of the Hashem Clan in the Quraysh tribe (same clan as the Prophet Muhammad)
· He used this as legitimacy 
· Abul Abbas declared himself Caliph in Baghdad in 750, which he made the capital of the Empire. Thus began the Abbasid Age which lasted 510 years till 1258 (but the position of the Abbasid Caliph continued till 1516)
· The move from Syria to Iraq was a very big shift 
· It had tall buildings and numerous hospitals that treated illnesses and performed surgical procedures 
· Drugs were important from other parts of Asia, and pharmacies were established in Baghdad 
· The city was well-lit
· Ended with the destruction of Baghdad by the Mongols 
· The Abbasids Age is the longest period of Arabic literature, and is considered the Golden Age of Arab Literature
As Damascus is still called the capital of Umayyads, Baghdad is still called today the capital of Abbasid Caliph Haroun al-Raschid (and also the capital of al-Ma’amoun who built the Academy of Science)
Sciences:
· Arab civilization under the Abbasids made great advances in all fields, and had the greatest contributions of the rise of Europe from its Dark Age
· Baghdad was known for its academy of sciences (the House of Wisdom, Bayt al-Hikma), which translated the scientific heritage of Greek, Syriac, Persian and Indian civilizations, and where scientists produced the best works in chemistry, algebra, medicine, pharmacy, physics, astronomy, philosophy, mathematics, etc. 
· Ex) Muhammad al-Khawarizme was told to translate a book geometry, but also married it with algebra which was new at the time. He also invented the zero (0)
· Ex2) Ibn Sina was a pharmacists and his books were taught up until the 20th century in Paris 
· They were able to measure the mass of the Earth by estimating the curvature of the horizon 
Social Manners:
· Much social progress in fashion and architecture, food and drink, furniture, song and music, entertainment; spread of loose manners and conspicuous consumption 
· The Caliph al-Muqtader had a tree in his front yard made of gold and decorated with 500,000 pieces of jewels. Abbasid princes bought massive amounts of flowers and roses for 1,000 dinars (1 mill dollars) to decorate their offices and living halls daily
· Bars and nightclubs spread throughout the empire, where people consumed alcohol and listened to singers and watched dancers 
· Homosexuality: sexual exploits were common, but they spread also among men; typically men of middle age had relations with teen-age male youth, who would wear makeup, jewelry, perfume, and colourful and effeminate clothing. Male poets openly composed lines of homosexual content. This included great poets and writers as well, such as Abu Nuwas, Bashar bin Bord, and al-Jahiz
· There was no opposition to these manners, not even from the Caliphs 
· Harem: the Abbasid dynasty led luxurious living, resided in palaces, acquired massive wealth, and caliphs and princes had a large number of harem and eunuchs. A phenomenon among the harem, where male owners wanted young harem girls to cut their hair short and to look like and dress like boys. 
· Harem derives from Hareem in Arabic (means living quarters for women where men are forbidden to enter), which comes from Haram (forbidden)

Literature:
· The Abbasid Age was very rich in poets and writers, leading to a lively cultural environment, with many schools and study groups, research centers, as well as a great number of teachers and books 
Prose:
· Important figures in prose during the Abbasid Age: al-Jahiz, al-Asphahani, al-Hariri, al-Khalil bin Ahmed and Sibawayh 
· Some prose works:
· Al-Jahiz = Kitab al-Hayawan (A Treatise on the Animal Kingdom)
· Al-Bayan wal Tabyeen (The Book of Eloquence and Demonstration, about speeches, leaders, princes, conduct), Al-Bukhalaa (The Misers, about greed, humorous and satirical)
· Badih al-Zaman al-Hamazani 
· Al-Maqamat of al-Hariri: al-Maqamat (sessions or lecture)
· Al-Tabari on the study of history
· The Maqamat genre became popular in storytelling and epic or heroic tales (Arabian Nights, Adventures of Antar, Sayf ben Zi Yazen, Abu Zayd al-Hilali, etc.)
· Maqamah - are an (originally) Arabic literary genre which alternates the Arabic rhymed prose known as Saj with intervals of poetry in which rhetorical extravagance is conspicuous.
· Note: Adventures of Antar are fictitious stories of Antar, he becomes an over-exaggerated figure 
· Zi Yazen is an epic story 
· Abu Zayd al-Hilali was a fictitious hero
· The art of oratory receded simply because printing and paper and books and writing became widespread. 
· The Arabic language expanded with new idioms and vocabulary. There was an unprecedented proliferation of books of grammar and linguistics. Thousands of new words entered Arabic from the various languages of the vast Arab empire. 
· Words that were taken for granted as Arabic were really Greek or Persian:
· Handasah (engineering) is Persian 
· Falsafa (philosophy) is Greek
· Iqlim (region) is Greek 
· Ustoul is Greek 
· Okeanus is Greak 
· Qarmid is Persian 
· Ustad – India 
· Fustan is Persian 
· Furdaws from Persian 
· Musika from Greek
· Etc. (know about 5) 
· Note: there was no printing press, it was all written by hand (so the value of the books was high)
· The Mongols destroyed about 400,000 books, only 10% remained 
· There were records of the titles of books and the authors with annotations 
· However out of the 40,000 that remained, only about 4,000 are translated 
Poetry:
· Rulers offered rewards to poets who came to their courts. A princess, upon hearing a poem praising her beauty and kindness, stuffed the mouth of the poet with diamonds and gemstones that he sold for 20,000 dinars.
______________________________________________________________________________
March 2nd:
Characteristics of Abbasid poetry: philosophical, musicality, multicultural:
1- Abbasid Age poetry acquired philosophical content from Arab, Greek, and Persian Philosophers. This is obvious in the poems of Abu Nuwas, al-Mutanabbi, and al-Ma’arri

2- Musicality in poetry became more prominent, as poets shaped their work with care and artistry. Poetry used new techniques of rhythms (tak-tih) and steps (wazen)

3- Poets and writers belonged to many racial and ethnic origins during the Abbasid Age. There were poets of Persian and Greek origin, written in excellent Arabic and living at the center of Arab culture. They brought new ideas and freshness in literature that enhanced it in poetry, prose, content and style. For example, a poet Ibn al-Rumi reflected his Greek psychology in patience to detail, poems sounded more analytical than passionate, explored meaning, and searched for truth 
· There was significant external influence of culture on Arabic literature 
· Searching for truth is a key Greek value 
· “If you kill a flower for longing, always remember your garden is still there and don’t let them kill all the flower” – Ibn al-Rumi 
Some top poets of the Abbasid age:
1. Abul Tayeb al-Mutanabbi 
2. Abu al-Nuwas 
3. Abu al-Ala’a al-Ma’arri 
4. Bashar bin Bord 
5. Ibn al-Rumi 
6. Abl Firas al-Hamadani 
· Good to know all 6, will go into detail for 3
1) Abu Nuwas (756-814)
· Abu Nuwas born in 756; is one of the greatest Arabic poets of all time; master in all genres of Arabic poetry. He also entered the folkloric tradition, and he appears several times in fiction, such as in Arabian Nights tales
· At young age, he acquired a taste for poetry and literature, and was in the company of educated young people who were the equivalent of a punk culture: they opposed authority and religion, poked fun at older people and their ideas. And lived a life of partying 
· He was renowned for witty and humourous poetry dealt with urban life and the joys of wine and drinking (Khamriyyat Abu Nuwas = Wine Poems), and ribald humour (mujouniyyat = referring to sexual matters in an amusingly rude way)
· Note: junoon = madness; mujoon = ribald
· His work includes poems on hunting, sexual desire, love of boys (pederasty = sexual activity involving a man and a boy), and panegyrics to his rich patrons. 
· He was infamous for his mockery and satire, and for almost photographic representation of the sexual impotence of men and the sexual intemperance of women. He shocked society by openly writing about things that Islam forbade
· Religious men in Baghdad criticized Abu Nuwas as a sinner who should go to eternal hell. Abu Nuwas replied with a poem in which he was critical of religious men and accused them of narrow mindedness
· He became court poet for Haroun al-Rashid for which he was handsomely paid. But then he wrote poems mocking old Arabian traditions and lampooning the Quraysh tribe. This angered al-Rashid who ordered placing Abu Nuwas in jail
· He then migrated to Cairo where its governor welcomed him and offered favours and income. But then return to Baghdad
· Abu Nuwas wrote his best poems in the last 4-years of his life (809-813). He either died in prison in 814 or was poisoned. His last poems were a regret over his life of physical pleasure and an appeal to God to forgive him. He became totally religious.
· There is potential he was faking this to be freed and pardoned, unsure
· Abu Nuwas gave an example of the Abbasid Age of someone who was totally and shamelessly devoted to bodily pleasures, justifying caprices, defying established morals. He poked fun at the Arabian heritage and old poetry, and immersed in philosophical spouts
· His freedom of expression especially on matters forbidden by Islamic norms angered censors even today. His works freely circulated and reprinted until the early years of the 20th century. However, starting in 1932, only censored editions of his works appeared in Cairo. 
From hi wine poems (al-khamriyat)
· “stop restraining me from drinking wine, for it will only seduce me to drink more/and if you seek to cure me from alcohol, my medicine is definitely another bottle” – Abu Nuwas 
2) al-Mutanabbi (915-965):
· Many experts believe al-Mutanabbi is the greatest Arab poet, past and present 
· While much of al-Mutanabbi’s poems revolves around praising kings, some consider his 326 poems to be a great representation of his life 
· He is well known for his sharp intelligence and wittiness. He manifested great self-pride throughout his poetry. Among the topics he discussed were courage, philosophy of life, and description of battles. Many of his poems were and still are widely spread today and are proverbial that people quote in everyday situations 
· Born in Kufah in 915 and died in 965, but lived mostly in Syria. Al-Mutanabbi had political ambitions. He claimed to be a prophet in 932 and had many followers and then led a revolt in Syria. He also claimed to be capable of reciting prose in the same quality of the Quran. These were considered as acts of blasphemy and he was jailed till 935.
· Note: Mutanabbi stems for “nabi = prophet”, so Mutanabbi = false prophet 
· In 948, hoping to become a governor, he attached himself to King Sayf al-Dawla al-Hamadani (the poet king of Emirate al-Hamadaniya in norther Syria).
· During his nine years, he stayed at Sayf al-Dawla’s court, al-Mutanabbi composed his greatest and most famous poems. Rivalry occurred between al-Mutanabbi and other poets, notably Abul-Firas al-Hamadani (Sayf al-Dawla’s cousin)
· Al-Mutanabbi also joined the court of Kafour, the ruler of Egypt. But Kafour did not take care of him, so al-Mutanabbi returned to Syrian in 960. 
· Al-Mutanabbi’s egomaniacal nature got him in trouble several times and might be why he was killed. This can be seen in his poetry which is often bombastic. In a famous poem he speaks about the power of personal identity and the freedom that comes with knowing oneself (typical of existentialist philosophy in France in the 20th century)
· His poetry is very self-serving, he basically brags about his abilities and experiences (I am skilled in swords and spears and paper and pen) 
· This led to him assuming the role of a prophet, which led to trouble and his death 
· His death was the price he paid for his ego, 
· His poetry reads like a personal biography 
· Side-note: Baghdad was the cultural capital, but other regions had their own capitals
· Example: Cairo was almost entirely autonomous, under the Fatimids
· North Syrian and North Iraq were very similar in people and dialect
· Still, all followed the Abbasids as the top leaders 
· Example of a poem from Al-Mutanabbi in which he criticizes King Sayf for not giving him enough money and favouring his cousin Abul-Firas al-Hamadani 
· Al-Khaylu wal-layl 
· “I know you [king] are smart, and those you reward/If a blind man looks at my literature and those who are tough of hearing will take in my poetry”
· “the horse, the night, and the Bedouins know men/and the sword, the spear, the ink and the pen come together in my skill”
· Another example: My Heart is Aflame 
· “Even the blind man was able to see my verses/even the death man was able to hear my words”
· “I enjoy my sweet repose, not concerning myself with poetry/whereas others burn the midnight oil, in endless literary disputes”
· “When you see a lion bearing his canines/never fancy him to be smiling”
· 
3) Abu Firas al-Hamadani (932-968):
· He was born in the city of Mosul in North Iraq; he was a prince and a cousin of King Sayf al-Dawla of the Hamadani dynasty, who ruled in Northern Syria and North Iraq in the 10th century 
· King Sayf al-Dawla, himself a poet and a cultured man, took care of Abul Firas and brought himself to the city of Aleppo. Abul Firas received education and became acquainted with cultivated people
· His uncle made him governor of the province near the borders with Byzantium. This proved a demanding job as Abul Firas spent time in military activities to stop Byzantine attacks and control the restive population 
· Bilad al-Rum = countries of the Greek
· Rum = Greek
· Rum Orthodox = Greek Orthodox Christian 
· Rouman = Roman, Embaraturia Roumaniya = Roman Empire 
· He was twice captured by the Byzantines and spent many years in prison in their capital Constantinople, where he composed some of his best known work. A collection of poems titled al-Rumiyat (The Greek Collection)
· His poetry was more on the sad side
· His mother moved to Baghdad due to the pressures of war, so some of his poetry is him pleading to his mother 
· His uncle eventually paid ransom in 965. Abul Firas helped defend the Hamadani state but was killed in 967 at the age of 35 
· Example of his poetry – Ya Hasratan 
· Very strong and sharp poetry about longing for his mother 
· “I hear the pigeons crying/my neighbour are you crying for me in sympathy/no, you will never understand what happened to me”
· Many of his poems can be sung 
· His poetry is very narrative, and not just conforming to the vulgarity and wine consumption of Abu Nuwas and Al-Mutanabbi 
4) Al-Ma’arri (973-1058):
· Was a blind Syrian philosopher, poet, and writer 
· He was controversial rationalist who was ahead of his time, attacking the dogmas of religion, rejecting the claim that Islam or any other religion possessed the truths they claim, and he considered the speck of prophets as a lie (literally, a “forgery”) and “impossible” to be true. He was equally sarcastic towards the religions of Muslims, Jews, and Christians 
· Note: the Abbasid era’s hesitation of religion was due to the influence of Greek philosophy which made people think in different ways 
· Despite this, it was a tolerant age 
· He was also a vegan who argued for animal rights and would not fill his stomach with the meat of dead animals 
· Al-Ma’arri was born in Ma’arat al-Numan Syria. He lost his eyesight at the age of 4 due to smallpox. He composed poetry at about 11 years old. He received his education in Ma’arra, and Aleppo, Antioch and other Syrian cities 
· He spent time at a Christian monastery near Latakia where he listened to debates about Hellenic philosophy, which planted in him the seeds of his later skepticism and anti-religiosity 
· Greeks call their country Hellas, and their Greek culture Hellenic 
· He spent 18-months at Baghdad, where he was well received in the literary salons of the time. He returned to Ma’arra in 1010 blaming his return on a lack of money but more importantly hearing that his mother was ill (she died before he arrived)
· He remained in Ma’arra for the rest of his life, where he opted for an ascetic lifestyle, refusing to sell his poems, living in seclusion and observing a strict vegan diet. He nevertheless enjoyed great respect and attracted many students and admirers, as well as actively holding correspondence with scholars abroad 
· Al-Ma’arri was a skeptic in his beliefs; he denounced superstition and dogmatism in religion. He was described as a pessimist freethinker. One of the recurring themes of his philosophy was the superiority or priority of reason against the claims of custom, tradition, and authority 
· He taught that religion was a “fable invented by the ancients”, worthless except for those who exploit the credulous masses. 
· “Do not suppose the statements of the prophets to be true; they are all fabrications. Men lived comfortably till the prophets came and spoiled life”
· Al-Ma’ari’s religious skepticism and strong anti-religious views are expressed in a poem which states, “The inhabitants of the earth are of two sorts: those with brains, but no religion, and those with religion, but no brains”
· He remarked that monks in their cloisters, or devotees in their mosques were blindly following the beliefs of where they live: if people were born among the Magis (al-majus) of Persia or the Sabi’ans (al-sabi’a) of Mesopotamia they would have become MAgis or Sabi’ans 
Some of al-Ma’ari’s collected works:
1. An early collection of his poems is The Tinder Spark (Saqt al-Zand); it gained great popularity and established his reputation as a poem 
2. A second, more original collection appeared under the title Unnecessary Necessity (Luzum ma lam yalzam), which contains Al-Ma’ari’s philosophy of life 
3. In his third work Necessities (Luzumiyat) he alluded to the unnecessary complexity of the rhyme scheme Arabs used
4. His fourth famous work was prose, titled The Epistle of Forgiveness (Risalat al-ghufran). Here, he visits paradise and meets Arab Jahiliya poets who were pagan (they should not have been in paradise, contrary to Muslim doctrine that “only those who believe in God can find salvation” – Quran chapter 4, verse 48). He converses with the deceased in paradise. Risalat al-Ghufran of Al-Ma’ari was a major course of Dante’s Divine Comedy, and John Milton’s Paradise Lost. 
· Dante wrote in the Tuscany language, and this became favored by the king of Tuscany, and the language became universal in the region 
5. His fifth work titled Paragraphs and Periods (Al-Fusul wa al-ghayat) is a collection of homilies 
Excerpts of Al-Ma’ari’s Poems:
· Creation Reveals a Lack of Sense
· “You said a wise one created us, that be true we would agree/outside of time and space you postulated. Then why not sat at once that you propound a mystery immense. Which tells us of our lack of sense?”
· The Two Universal Sects:
· “they all err--- Moslems, Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians/ humanity follows two worldwide sects: One, man intelligent without religion, they second, religious without intellect”
· The Cheat of Scared Rites:
· “O fools, awake! The rites you sacredly hold are but a cheat contrived by men of old, who lusted after wealth and gained their lust and died in a baseness – their law is dust”
· A Spoken Lie Enforced by Blood
· Had they been left alone with reason, they would not have accepted a spoken lie; but the whips were raised to strike them.”
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