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Introduction 

Ensconced behind vast deserts and the granite barrier of the Ajā mountain range, the town of Ḥāʾil in northern Arabia, the capital of the Ibn Rashīd dynasty (1834–1921), was a magnet for visitors of every kind.1 A hub of long-distance desert transportation, the province’s core area of Jabal Shammar (Shammar Mountain) offered safety and a spirit of tolerance and civility. Its strategic location and influence attracted caravans of traders and pilgrims, tribal shaykhs, lords of Najdī oasis towns, European travelers and scholars, illiterate Bedouin poets, and learned Arabs. Marvelously attuned to the customs and way of life of the Bedouin, the majlis of the princely court, described with excitement by European explorers, was an arena of choice for poets vying for preeminence and favor with the rulers. Poetic excellence was rewarded, and performing for a discriminating and critical audience stirred competitors to give it their all. Many of the Ibn Rashīd princes were poets in their own right and some are counted among Arabia’s greatest bards, their verses cited with admiration by aficionados until today. For these reasons, the court’s culture radiated over many hundreds of miles, and the role of the Ibn Rashīd in the domain of Arabian tribal and Bedouin culture was similar to that of the court of al-Ḥīrah for poetry in pre-Islamic times.

Over the centuries, tribes have come and gone, merged, and transformed. Critically, though, the ecosystem; pastoral and oasis economy; means of cultivation, irrigation, and transportation; and traditions and customs embodied in the so-called desert code have in their essentials continued as before. In the nineteenth century, much of the fighting was still done with matchlocks and cold weapons. Storytellers dwell on quaint habits such as the poet Abū Zwayyid walking about armed with a sword. Toward the end of the century, the pace of change picked up markedly. The three Bedouin poets whose verse and lore are presented in this volume lived to see, or at least hear of, modernity’s accelerating encroachment. Deadly firearms made raiding less entertaining as a chivalrous sport.2 Muḥammad ibn Rashīd, in whose time the principality expanded to include the dominions of the House of Saud in Riyadh and the Bedouin culture of the north, had seen how a telegraph machine functioned in Baghdad.3 The text makes mention of the extension of the Ottoman railway from Damascus to Medina in Hejaz Province and the possession of automobiles by some shaykhs in Syria and Mesopotamia in the run-up to the First World War. New anxieties crept in, and more than ever the sands of the Nafūd Desert seemed a refuge from unwelcome events beyond, summed up in the poet ʿAjlān ibn Rmāl’s nostalgic sigh (§52.6, v .1):


My home, sanctuary from telegraph and rail:

I am not cut out to be a maker of bombs.4

Even more profound was the impact of another development that shook Bedouin society, and its poets in particular. The Ikhwān, “the Brothers,” the religiously motivated armed vanguard that laid the ground for the restoration of Saudi supremacy, created deep fissures in tribal society, pitting clans and even family members against one another.5 The easygoing old ways of the Bedouin were frowned upon and adherence to the strict tenets of puritanical Wahhabism were harshly enforced. Tobacco, men’s long tresses, music, poetry, and a certain tolerance for more informal religious practices fell by the wayside. Traditional social distinctions and respect for inherited or conventionally acquired prestige were scoffed at and spurned.6 ʿAjlān’s despair at being witness to this cultural devastation is echoed by transmitters decades later in nostalgic offhand remarks about “times when truthfulness still counted for something” (§2.3).7 In poetry, the hallowed motif of a world gone topsy-turvy gained a new poignancy (§49.8, v. 2):


Ibn Saʿūd has curbed warhorses and chiefs;

nobles became servants; bastards went on a spree.

Unable to conceal his disgust, ʿAjlān burst out (§52.6, vv. 4–5):


Escaping riffraff, shirt hems smeared with shit,

blockheads wrapped about with pompous turbans,

I put ten days of riding between me and them,

marching at a grueling pace deep into the night.

And in derision of a purportedly religious thuggery that trampled over the old Bedouin virtues, he added: “Ugh, God help you, conflicted by double ancestry” (§52.6, v. 8)—that is, the generous-spirited ancestors of the bloodline and those who inculcated the new doctrine and “seek Paradise by slaughtering their relatives” (§52.7, v. 9).8 Like many in the Arabian north, who were close to areas that remained outside the Saudi reach and were already in the habit of migrating and traveling there, ʿAjlān took his family first to the Nafūd sands (“lofty dunes, our hideout from those fanatics”), and from there toward the Syrian desert (§52.5, v. 3).

ʿAjlān, the third poet in this volume, whose oeuvre is slighter than those of his two fellow poets, has left us with the most explicit denunciations and descriptions of the havoc wreaked on traditional Bedouin society, an imposition of homegrown modernity more fatal than any other blow it received since the pre-Islamic Kingdom of al-Ḥīrah. Yet, in the end, he grudgingly makes his peace and pays obeisance to the new governor of Ḥāʾil, a member of the House of Saud, as had Abū Zwayyid. Implicit in their conversations with the new ruler is the notion that Ibn Saud has the final word. Also, given the fact that the House of Saud had a broader understanding of society and dictated how far the Ikhwān were allowed to go, these poets and others recognized that its princes might offer some protection against excesses deemed harmful to social harmony. It is impossible to tell whether the measure of forbearance shown by the Saudi governor is a gloss put on events by transmitters of the lore, or whether it was truly experienced by the poets at the time.9 In any case, it chimes with a widespread opinion in Saudi Arabia concerning the existence of an unwritten compact between rulers and society. Differences with the Ikhwān came to a head in the Saudi showdown with their most hardline elements, who rebelled against the limits imposed on them in 1929.

ʿAdwān al-Hirbīd 

The poet ʿAdwān al-Hirbīd cuts a very different figure from Abū Zwayyid and ʿAjlān, hewing closer to the poets of the “Romantic School,” grouped around Ibn Sbayyil in the small town of Nifī and other parts of ʿĀliyat Najd (the High Najd), south of Ḥāʾil, beyond al-Qasīm Province. More modest in attitude and ambition than his two fellow poets, yet more subtle and intricate in his verse, al-Hirbīd demands to be seen as an ordinary person, someone who has no business ingratiating himself with the high and mighty. On one occasion, he was chided by the members of his tribe for turning a deaf ear to an invitation by Muḥammad ibn Rashīd. The excuse he gave was that answering the call might not go down well with the ruler at the time, Bandar ibn Ṭalāl.10

Yet al-Hirbīd shows no trace of timidity when slugging it out in verbal matches with other poets. In such duels, he invariably comes out as the hardest hitter, whose final punch flattens his opponent with a knockout. The pièce de résistance is a section that starts with his ire at a poem mocking how he treated his palm trees. His detractor speaks scathingly of him for giving his palms female names. A concatenation of events leads to a climax that gives birth to one of the most famous poems in northern Arabia, which goes by the name of al-Shēkhah, “Lady Shaykh” (§49). It opens with a furious outburst against two camel nomads of his clan, one of them the poet who had impersonated his disconsolate palm trees. They accuse him of cowardice because he, as a sheepherder whose animals have little tolerance for water deprivation, urges the shaykh to lead the tribe and herds home from the spring pastures in the Nafūd at the onset of the hot season. Adding insult to injury, they call him out for being a tobacco addict who hankers after a smoke at home, and a poet who, like all poets, is only talk and no action, conveniently forgetting that they are poets themselves. Al-Shēkhah is especially significant and unique for including a kind of fihrist of Arabian oral culture: a catalog of famous poets who were also respected men of action, be they early classical or Nabaṭī poets, Bedouin or oasis dwellers (§49.19, vv. 16—31).11

Apart from the gripping histrionics of dueling poets, the narrative leaves no doubt that the episode stems from a pastoral divide that runs through much of the lore connected with al-Hirbīd and others. In the class-conscious society of Arabian Bedouin, camel nomads are regarded as superior to herders of sheep and goats.12 Al-Hirbīd is pictured as belonging to the latter category. It is at the root of all his troubles: in the transmitters’ masterful telling, whenever he joins the true Bedouin on a migration to a pastoral idyll of desert meadows, carpeted with herbage after plentiful rains, his rhapsodic elation gives way to melancholy. It bursts into crisis, then ends in sobering catharsis and poise regained: his powerful artistic and intellectual voice overcomes his lower status in the group. In the lead-up to al-Shēkhah and another episode of migration to spring pastures, he and his adopted son Jrēs keep falling behind, unnerved and exhausted, while his camel-owning fellow tribesmen cover the distance in a breeze, are having a good time and doing some falcon hunting as the women set up camp in late afternoon, easily making do with camels’ milk in the absence of water. At the same time, al-Hirbīd seems particularly attached to his groves of date palms, and he has been loaned sheep by his better-off kinsmen. The pros and cons of raising camels versus small cattle and of Bedouin mobility versus the settled existence of palm cultivation are spun out in detail in his poems and lore.

In the oral tradition, such differences in lifestyle make for never-ending exchanges of poetry comparing one to the other and discussing their respective merits and disadvantages. In this case, one also suspects that al-Hirbīd’s camel-versus-sheep predicament has been emphasized as part of his poetic persona: a struggling, hard-pressed underdog who against all odds employs his acumen, imaginative art, and psychological insight to emerge victorious—or at least with his aura of deeply felt humanism enhanced. For these poets, preserving one’s moral integrity is an overriding concern.13 Al-Hirbīd’s skinny sheep are part of a running gag, including his orphan child’s disdain for taking care of the lowly animals and al-Hirbīd’s lines of verse with an impersonation of his adoptive son’s point of view.

The setting for the sheep motif is thrown into sharp relief in his opening selections. Having married the sole surviving wife of his murdered brothers from a sense of duty, the poet takes it upon himself to care for and educate her child, Jrēs. His efforts come to naught. When Jrēs is old enough to herd the sheep given on loan by fellow clansmen, he is taunted by boys pasturing camels—sheep and goats are traditionally tended by girls—and as a result refuses to carry out this chore. Obdurate and thickheaded, he asks for the impossible—camels—and from that moment on leaves it to his uncle to drive the sheep out in the morning. The poet, seeing his careful child-rearing and character-building efforts in shambles, pours his heart out. As in other instances of initially failed parenting in Nabaṭī poetry, the son will later emerge as his father’s pillar of strength on a journey with camel nomads in the Nafūd Desert, as mentioned above. In al-Hirbīd’s humorous impersonation of poetic dialogue, Jrēs turns the tables on his stepfather, whom he mocks for his fruitless amorous pursuit of much younger girls.

As a lyrical poet, al-Hirbīd is held in special esteem for his ghazals, or love poetry, with many original touches inspired by the desert and oasis environment. His style is noteworthy for its shorter versions of the extended simile, or “submerged similes,” in which the subject underlying the comparison is not even mentioned: the poet counts on the audience recognizing it from the imagery of the comparison (for example, §36.4, v. 8). One poem, §41, is composed in a unique long meter. The poet shows a philosophical bent in his contemplation of Creation when, an avid hunter, he opens the belly of a bustard and finds other creatures, each smaller than the previous one, like a set of matryoshka dolls: the Lord has made “eat or be eaten” the rule of His universe (§43).

As the narrative progresses, the poet fights his gloom regarding his project to educate his son, and shows a combative side. Jrēs soon comes in for biting sarcasm and scathing remarks. More serious skirmishes ensue when the poet locks horns with his equals, tearing into poetic opponents with rebuttals that leave their reputations in shreds—figuratively speaking, because the verbal rough-and-tumble might be in jest. From the picture given by the storytellers, al-Hirbīd emerges as a complex, multifaceted artistic personality. No dashing raider, he appears genuinely, and sometimes jokingly, introspective, and self-critical to an extent rarely seen in Arabian poetry. In a modest way, he cuts a fatherly figure. Though generally unassuming, he jealously guards his pride and self-esteem, yet he is also pleasure-loving and intensely social. Romantically inclined, he sensually and delicately warbles of his love when he is at ease. In a pensive mood, he gives free rein to his wandering thoughts. In his dialogues, he engages in tongue-in-cheek and lighthearted banter, punctuated with melodramatic touches. When slighted or made the butt of flippant remarks, he is capable of devilish outbursts of fury. His lyrical verse keeps historical events at bay and is free from Abū Zwayyid’s penchant for name-dropping. Faced with the dilemmas common to all humanity, the likable al-Hirbīd finds his way, whether cheerful or saddened, always forging ahead with unfailing psychological insight, and guided by his art.




Khalaf Abū Zwayyid 

Khalaf Abū Zwayyid is the most famous of the three poets in the volume. Some of his poetry has been preserved in manuscript, whereas the works of the other two poets have survived exclusively in oral tradition.14 His artistic persona stands in stark contrast to the portrayal of al-Hirbīd. Throughout his career, Abū Zwayyid consorted with the highest aristocracy of tribal shaykhs and frequented their majlises. He gained notoriety for his barbs aimed at the most powerful prince of Arabia in his time, Muḥammad ibn Rashīd. The insults were prickly because of his unabashed flattery of Ibn Shaʿlān, head of the clan of chiefs of the Rwalah tribe (who, according to the narrative, murdered al-Hirbīd’s brothers and their families).15 As a relative of the Ibn Rakhīṣ shaykhs of Shammar, who had played a pivotal role in establishing the rule of Ibn Rashīd, moving in the corridors of power came naturally to Abū Zwayyid. Though not himself one of the clan’s shaykhs, belonging to the Ibn Rakhīṣ was sufficient claim to desert nobility.

In Abū Zwayyid’s poems, set within the narratives, history unfolds, from the pinnacle of political grandeur and flourishing of Bedouin culture during Muḥammad ibn Rashīd’s reign to the sordid, cruel, and at times tragicomical spectacle of prolonged decline, and finally to the House of Ibn Rashīd’s demise without a whimper at the hands of Ibn Saud. Abū Zwayyid is shown sparring and jesting with the great on familiar terms. The circles in which he moves include not only Ibn Rashīd, but some of the brightest luminaries in the Bedouin universe: the shaykhs of the ʿAnazah confederation, Ibn Shaʿlān of the Rwalah and Ibn Hadhdhāl of the ʿAmārāt; he also eulogizes the Jarbā shaykhs of Shammar in Iraq. Embedded in his ode to Ibn Shaʿlān is a reference to his “uselessness” to women craving real men, a none-too-subtle allusion to Muḥammad ibn Rashīd’s infertility. This broadside was especially injurious as it came in the context of gushing praise for his host, Ibn Shaʿlān, a “stud,” dreamt of by beauties (§4.1, v. 12), and for Ibn Mhēd, the shaykh of the Fidʿān of ʿAnazah, the father of Ibn Shaʿlān’s wife Turkiyyah. For this reason, the poem earned him an outpouring of scorn from his opponents, all well-known poets, who rushed to the defense of Ibn Rashīd.16 But when Abū Zwayyid was staying with Ibn Hadhdhāl, and Ibn Shaʿlān came on a visit, he told them that he rated Ibn Hadhdhāl’s hospitality higher than that of the visitor. On his return from Ibn Hadhdhāl, and through the good offices of Ibn Rakhīṣ, he made his entry into the courtyard of the Barzān castle, dressed in a white shroud, to the astonishment of the crowds of visitors.17 Once Ibn Rashīd and his brutal cousin Ḥmūd became aware of the weird visitor’s identity, they flew into a rage. Ḥmūd demanded his execution on the spot, wishing to “taste [his] blood” (§10.3).18 But Abū Zwayyid pleaded that his key verse had been distorted and made offensive by his enemies. As proof, he produced the correct wording of the verse that extolled the virtues of Ibn Rashīd beyond even those of Ibn Shaʿlān.19 A slave cut off his forelock and Ibn Rashīd dismissed him.20

Again and again, Abū Zwayyid is shown pushing his luck and displaying a fondness for verbal brinkmanship. The narrators portray him as a gambler who is tempted to see how far he can go, relying on his quick wit and powers of repartee. It is not necessarily the case that he had such an irreverent attitude toward shaykhs generally held in awe. Rather, as can often be seen in the anecdotes of the tenth-century Book of Songs (Kitāb al-Aghānī), his effrontery has become a trademark of his poetic persona, as has his ugliness, which seemed to have made him even more attractive to many Bedouin women of high birth. As a poet, he has the knack of using women’s fascination with him to advantage—and women are shown by the transmitters as being better at perceiving truth behind outward appearances than men.21 Both Ibn Shaʿlān and Ibn Hadhdhāl call on him to persuade their runaway wives, who are sisters, to return to them and their children and accept a reconciliation (§§6–7). He is richly rewarded by both women for his adulation of their beauty and, especially, for his paeans to their father, whose name is synonymous with boundless generosity in the desert interior of Arabia, Syria, and Iraq. Abū Zwayyid’s powers of persuasion and extensive knowledge of precedent also make him an invincible opponent in cases brought before tribal judges who give opinions in accordance with Bedouin customary law. While at Ibn Shaʿlān’s camp, he was called upon as a legal expert in his own right to solve a case that threatened to descend into an armed brawl between sons of Ibn Shaʿlān (§5).

As in the chain of events leading to the composition of al-Hirbīd’s al-Shēkhah poem, an unintentional slight, here prompted by Abū Zwayyid’s repellent physiognomy, sets in motion a sequence of poems and attracts female attention until his future wife comes in search of him. At her suggestion, she and the poet are given permission by her father to marry and spend three nights together in a small wedding tent on condition that the marriage will be dissolved if she is not pregnant after their days of seclusion. She becomes the mother of his son Dikhīl, who causes as much disappointment to his father as Jrēs to al-Hirbīd. The counsel and exhortations in Abū Zwayyid’s verses to Dikhīl do not bear fruit. The son brings shame to his father by losing a case in a court of customary law, whereas Abū Zwayyid had always won his legal battles. Again, none of this is to be taken literally. Like Māniʿ, the son of the early-eighteenth-century poet Ḥmēdān al-Shwēʿir, the characters of Jrēs and Dikhīl serve as foils that allow their makers to present verses of wisdom and spew their anger at the world’s iniquities.22

Abū Zwayyid’s poetry often brings material gain, though that is rarely stated as the principal aim. For example, he is showered with costly presents for his successful practice of marriage counseling. In the general tableau sketched by the transmitters, it is a by-product of his struggle to make ends meet. Following a severe spell of drought in which his camels perished, he and his family are rescued by a friend with whom he goes raiding. Rewarded for the dangerous job of scouting for enemy herds, he is gifted with the most beautiful she-camel and sings the animal’s and his friend’s praises in verse (§21).23

Abū Zwayyid is regarded as the foremost master of camel description—a genre hardly touched by al-Hirbīd, just as Abū Zwayyid has very few pure ghazals to his name. Often looked upon as the most boring part of Arabian poetry, the camel sections of Abū Zwayyid come alive in vibrant scenes. They are not catalogs of animal parts, as in the best-known pre-Islamic examples. For those familiar with the animal as a mount, his camel sections are instantly recognizable: the animal’s behavior and movements under all kinds of conditions are sharply observed. Real-life experience and riding enthusiasm combine with sympathetic insight and artistic mastery to produce exhilarating scenes. For that reason, Abū Zwayyid’s red-hued she-camel, his messenger’s fiery mount for swift delivery of a poem to the addressee, has become a trademark of his poetry.24

Abū Zwayyid and al-Hirbīd, arguably the greatest north Arabian Bedouin poets, draw on the same vast repository of motifs, imagery, and literary conventions accumulated over more than a thousand years in the Arabian ecosystem of deserts, arid lands, and oases. However, they differ markedly when it comes to their approach to chiaroscuro, the pervasive and stark binary oppositions in Bedouin poetry. Al-Hirbīd draws his contrasts to enhance his lyricism; Abū Zwayyid does so to boost his bravado. If one goes by the narrative lore, such aspects of style often come down to personal characteristics and philosophy of life. Intensely competitive, Abū Zwayyid delights in confounding opponents and friends with saucy remarks and bold feints to come out on top, in spite of an initial perceived disadvantage. The third poet, ʿAjlān, the owner of famed herds of white camels, seems much better off than the hard-bitten Abū Zwayyid. But in a tight situation, as happens on their approach to Ibn Shaʿlān’s camp, ʿAjlān panics, whereas Abū Zwayyid keeps his cool and deftly handles the situation. ʿAjlān fumbles for excuses to dodge Ibn Shaʿlān’s request to go and mollify his estranged wife; Abū Zwayyid, on the other hand, lambasts Ibn Shaʿlān for his mistakes and clumsiness, then waits for the right moment to flatter his wife, who against her husband’s will rewards him with a coffer full of riches she had received as the price of her reconciliation. ʿAjlān is left empty-handed, reduced to begging Abū Zwayyid for part of his haul.

Turnarounds and upsets against all expectations, crafted to make the underdogs come out on top thanks to their savviness and temerity, are standard fare in oral narrative entertainment. In the guise of realism and historicity, a wondrous tale is served up in the anecdotal style of the classical Book of Songs. Abū Zwayyid is presented as a picaresque poet-hero by storytellers and transmitters, who find in him a connection to their own forebears, either through tribal lineage or because of his praise of their ancestors. From its place of origin, the lore moves into the overall domain of Arabian literary taste: once an audience is rooting for the poet-hero, it will naturally fall into the time-hallowed pattern of sympathy for the lesser party who, in defiance of the odds, stages a surprise victory. Therefore, such tales should not be taken literally but rather as organic outgrowths of the interplay of individual talent and personality, literary and cultural convention, and networks of audiences with common interests and backgrounds.

These narratives-cum-poetry are of relatively recent date. Bedouin poetry, as preserved in oral tradition, probably had its heyday in the second half or last quarter of the nineteenth century. Around 1982, this lore was recorded from storytellers who were born not long after that time, some of whom were close to the dramatis personae. Grafted onto events that took place within the purview of modern history, these traditions already show manifold signs of transformation from more or less factual reports into legend. In contrast to even earlier periods, however, there are many more reasonably reliable accounts against which facts can be checked: northern Arabia features in numerous nineteenth-century descriptions of travelers, while Saudi historians and ethnographers have compiled even better-informed studies, though without some of the vivid color and detail added by visitors from outside the area.25




ʿAjlān ibn Rmāl 

Like Abū Zwayyid, ʿAjlān is the winner who comes from behind. sFrom this perspective, ʿAjlān and Abū Zwayyid have more in common with each other than either does with al-Hirbīd. Both belong to the upper ranks of Bedouin society. For them, love of camels is bred in the bone. They consort with the most venerated tribal leaders. Wherever they appear, they are in high demand for their wit, their amusing tales that walk the fine line between acceptable and outrageous, and their beautiful poetry on issues of abiding interest to the audience. Their vast knowledge of desert lore is appreciated both for its educational value and for its utility in identifying relevant precedent for issues that fall within the remit of customary law and the ethics of the desert code. There has always been a connection between customary law and poetry. Abū Zwayyid is an example of those Bedouin poets who distinguish themselves “in the defense of their tribal rights in law courts when pleadings and counter pleadings are exchanged back and forth between intense, resolute adversaries.”26 When asked for an opinion on a case, his role approaches that of a tribal judge.27 With respect to a story in the genre of narratives-cum-poetry, verses of poetry are compared to witnesses giving evidence in customary law proceedings; the section on ʿAjlān demonstrates that poetry may also literally serve as evidence in such cases.28

ʿAjlān ibn Rmāl belongs to the tribe of al-Rmāl (which means “the sands”), whose main base is the village and oasis of Jubbah, situated at the southern edge of the Great Nafūd Desert, Arabia’s second-greatest sea of sand after the Empty Quarter in the south, bordering Oman and Yemen. Jubbah, despite its minuscule size, is one of the most fabled locations in the Arabian desert. For generations of European travelers, heading to the court of Ibn Rashīd armed with letters of recommendation from his notional sovereign, the Ottoman sultan in distant Istanbul, Jubbah would be the first vista of greenery and human habitation after five days on camelback from al-Jawf oasis. Without exception, they describe in their travelogues their jubilation at the delightful contrast upon their arrival.

More practical than these romantically inclined travelers, the tribespeople of al-Rmāl looked to the sands, and their rich growth of perennials and cover of plants after spring rains, as a source of firewood and fodder for their animals, as a barrier against raiders, and as a safe refuge when pressed by their enemies.29 Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the Nafūd, and in particular its strategic and political importance, looms larger in ʿAjlān’s oral traditions than in the lore of the other two poets. The exception are episodes that show al-Hirbīd acceding to the request of the Rmāl clans to accompany them on their spring migration into the desert in order to have the benefit of his entertainment around their campfires in the evening.30 To procure themselves that pleasure, they went as far as to offer baskets suspended over the humps of their camels as transport for his sheep when they were too fatigued to walk.

Al-Hirbīd plays no role in the lore of ʿAjlān and Abū Zwayyid. On the other hand, the latter pitched in with a composition of his own in the exchanges between ʿAjlān and the famous desert knight Khalaf al-Idhn, a member of the Ibn Shaʿlān clan of the Rwalah tribe. The story illustrates how, in the pantheon of tribal luminaries, everyone was caught in the web of drama and soap opera. Khalaf al-Idhn is the poet–knight who in close combat killed the chivalrous chief Ibn Mhēd, the warlike father-in-law of Saṭṭām bin Shaʿlān, on both of whom Abū Zwayyid heaped praise in a poem that aroused the ire of Ibn Rashīd and made him swear to shed the poet’s blood. Abū Zwayyid and ʿAjlān seem to have regularly run into one another at the tents of Bedouin shaykhs, who were so grand that they were called princes by the European visitors. Perhaps their sparring and teasing buffoonery worked to the advantage of both, as it did for poets who slugged it out for wowed crowds in the days of early classical poetry. In the telling of the transmitters, they were therefore probably friendly competitors, in a camaraderie of peers, who occasionally met on the trail of gatherings, attracted by hospitality provided at the tents of desert lords.

Not long after the capture of Ḥāʾil by the Ikhwān, ʿAjlān and Abū Zwayyid were separately received—somewhat condescendingly, but not in an unfriendly way—by the Saudi governor, Ibn Musāʿid. Though the poets adopted a contrite tone, they did not hide from him that faced with a fait accompli, and for lack of an alternative, they had felt compelled to make their peace and offer allegiance to the new masters. While careful to exhibit a demeanor of proper deference, and an awareness of being at the new ruler’s mercy, they kept their dignity and even showed flashes of their trademark wit. Similarly, Ibn Musāʿid’s words hint at a wry understanding of the old men’s plight and former station, and possibly even a glimmer of nostalgia at the spectacle of obeisance paid, albeit reluctantly, by such unassuming, humanist, and cultured representatives of the ancien régime. Though other reports suggest that the scene may have been spiced up by the narrators, it may well be a fair rendering of what happened at the transfer of political loyalty and the atmospherics surrounding it.31

Though advanced in age by the time of Ḥāʾil’s fall, ʿAjlān and Abū Zwayyid had remained involved in desert politics almost to the very end. Abū Zwayyid’s longest poem, a masterpiece of panegyric, ended with a request to Sʿūd ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, nicknamed Abū Khashm (“Father of the Nose”; that is, “Big Nose”), who had ascended the Rashīdī throne at the age of twelve, to pay off the debts he owed to one of the ruler’s slaves.32 He was prompted to do so when he discerned an opportunity at the Rashīdī capture of rich spoils in the battle of al-Jawf in 1920. He might have already been blind by that time.

Following the example of many Shammar clans, ʿAjlān fled north, beyond the reach of the Ikhwān. There he attached himself to one of the most influential shaykhs, Fahd ibn Hadhdhāl, a leader of astounding political longevity (see §53.1). Addicted to the poet’s art of conversation, the shaykh did everything possible to keep ʿAjlān in his company. At that time, Ibn Hadhdhāl and the Jarbā shaykhs of Shammar in Mesopotamia quarreled about their respective rights to levy protection money from the ʿAnazah and Shammar tribes. When matters came to a head, they were called to the Ottoman-Turkish authorities in Baghdad to argue their case. Both parties agreed on ʿAjlān as their arbiter. ʿAjlān had not been informed and, unaware of what was happening, was brought to Baghdad by Ibn Hadhdhāl’s son, driving across the Syrian desert in one of the first automobiles to appear there. Initially reluctant to become embroiled in a tribal hornet’s nest, ʿAjlān laid down his conditions. The parties accepted and duly signed an Ottoman document to that effect. With that security, ʿAjlān decided the case by reference to an earlier poem on fights for territory between ʿAnazah and Shammar. No one contested the verses’ authenticity and ʿAjlān’s ruling was adopted without demur. Ibn Hadhdhāl’s son had expected otherwise, but the evidence presented by ʿAjlān showed that the claims of his host, Ibn Hadhdhāl himself, were ill-founded.33

Having followed his conscience, ʿAjlān decided, notwithstanding the old shaykh’s desperate pleas, that it was time to pack up. Home was in or near the Nafūd. In Ḥāʾil, he asked the Saudi prince, “Grant me protection against those who pretend to be devout, whereas in fact they are not true men of religion in any sense. By now the gates of poetry have been slammed shut.” Likewise, Ibn Musāʿid informed Abū Zwayyid on his arrival: “Look, Abū Zwayyid, we are in a session devoted to the study of the Prophet’s sayings. This nonsense of verses has come to an end” (see 54.4 and 1.4).

It is not known if al-Hirbīd was still there to witness the dawn of the new age. If so, he must have kept silent, as did a like-minded ghazal poet, Ibn Sbayyil, though the latter lived into the 1930s.34 By and large, this style of playful, tongue-in-cheek poetry that is both tender and boisterous—the hallmark of inner Arabia’s largely secular culture—went underground. But in private the embers were kept alive until the flames were fanned again and leapt up as things gradually eased some decades later.




Tolerance and Freedom in Rashīdī Ḥāʾil 

The late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century dynasties of Ibn Rashīd and their predecessors, known as Ibn ʿAlī, had their origins in appointments as governors by the Ibn Saud rulers, known as imams, in the first Wahhabi capital of al-Dirʿiyyah. Following the Wahhabi campaigns and violent excesses in the holy cities of the Hejaz, Mecca and Medina, and the destruction of Shiʿi shrines in Iraq, al-Dirʿiyyah was razed in 1819 by troops at the orders of the Egyptian ruler Muḥammad ʿAlī, thus ending the first Saudi state. Restored in the new capital of Riyadh in 1824, Saudi power was much diminished. Thanks to his closeness to the Saudi imam, Fayṣal, ʿAbdallah ibn Rashīd was appointed the Saudi governor in Ḥāʾil in 1835, with a short interruption when the Ibn ʿAlī family was reinstated. With the help of the Ibn Rakhīṣ chief, ʿAbdallah returned as Ḥāʾil’s ruler, an episode that was spun into a romantic legend, fueled by his own verses. When Abū Zwayyid took the risk of setting the record straight with Muḥammad ibn Rashīd, who had sworn to have him killed—no idle threat from someone who had murdered scores of his relatives on accession to power—he subtly reminded him of this assistance by his Ibn Rakhīṣ relatives. ʿAbdallah ibn Rashīd was particularly gifted in the art of poetry, and was the first of many Ibn Rashīd poets. At the Rashīdī court, poetry was held in as high esteem as skill in warfare and statecraft.

ʿAbdallah’s brother ʿUbayd (ʿBēd) sealed the fate of Ibn ʿAlī by force of arms. He achieved recognition for his brother’s rule by convincing the Ottoman-Egyptian commander in the Hejaz that Ibn Rashīd would be more useful to him than the ousted governors, in particular by providing baggage camels from Shammar and other tribes in their orbit. ʿAbdallah and ʿUbayd made a compact according to which ʿAbdallah’s descendants would succeed him as emir of the fledgling state, while the descendants of ʿUbayd would be the commanders-in-chief of the armed forces.35 ʿAbdallah and ʿUbayd, though of very different character, were inseparable, and so were Muḥammad ibn Rashīd and ʿUbayd’s son Ḥmūd, under whose stewardship the dynasty reached its apogee. ʿUbayd and Ḥmūd were the most prolific poets of the House of Ibn Rashīd, and some of ʿUbayd’s verses remain popular today.36 Their numerous battles were celebrated in their compositions and their panache vaunted. No event of political note passed without being recorded in verse. Tireless in their public relations, they were in regular correspondence with numerous tribal poets and shaykhs. Thus, they acted as the prince’s ministers of propaganda and information, of defense, and of home affairs.

In addition, the Ibn Rashīd rulers maintained a legion of poets who followed them on the campaign trail and who were in attendance at the court to brag about their masters’ achievements. The three poets in this volume did not belong to this group of eulogists: they were true artists who valued their independence above anything else, though they did freely interact and joust with colleagues in the rulers’ retinue.37 Practically state functionaries, the court poets were no mere hacks; some were even of considerable note. As a result, a significant part of the military and political fortunes of the Rashīdī state was reflected in poetry. And despite the obvious bias, these compositions tell us much about the inner workings of the system and the general outlook at a court that became the measure of things in large swaths of Arabia.

ʿUbayd and his son Ḥmūd were more closely aligned with the dynasty’s Wahhabi roots. But even such displays of devoutness were diluted by Ḥāʾil’s proximity to the more diverse areas north of the Nafūd and by the town’s significance as a station on the east-to-west pilgrim and trade routes. Though austerity was not a façade, neither was it imposed or considered an incontrovertible standard of behavior.38 Politically, this was useful in relations with Riyadh and in keeping the more fervent believers among the population from becoming too uncomfortable with the regime. ʿAbdallah’s successor, Ṭalāl, inherited an established dominion that left him free to concentrate on peaceful pursuits such as the expansion of trade and attending to the general welfare. In connection with the latter, he allowed Shiʿi merchants from Iraq and Persia to set up shop. Though despised even more than Christians by many, they flourished economically and, thanks to the protection they received, were not bothered. General safety was one of the most valued features of Rashīdī rule. The Finnish traveler Georg August Wallin wrote: “There is a common saying among the present inhabitants, that one may go from one end of their land to another, bearing his gold on his head without being troubled with any questions.”39 No wonder Ḥāʾil became a magnet for European visitors attracted to Arabia.




European Eyewitness Accounts and the Nafūd Poets 

With the xenophobic Wahhabi capital Riyadh mostly out of bounds to travelers, nineteenth-century explorers of Arabia headed in increasing numbers to the Hejaz, and also to Ḥāʾil, a capital in the Arabian desert. Most wrote observant, detailed, learned, and highly readable accounts of their impressions, such as Charles M. Doughty’s two-volume Travels in Arabia Deserta, a source of inspiration for T. E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) and his The Seven Pillars of Wisdom.40

Religion as such, other than commonly practiced rituals, hardly features in the lore and poetry of Abū Zwayyid and al-Hirbīd. This undoubtedly reflects the general situation in northern tribal circles. Abū Zwayyid takes an inclusive view of the Lord’s compassion (§25.5, v. 2):


Creator of the Shiʿah, of Unbelievers and Islam,

all equally desirous of noble conduct’s rewards,

and of his fellow tribesmen’s international linguistic orientation: “Eloquent in Arabic and proficient in Turkish” (§25.2, v. 21). From travelers’ reports we know that these are no vain boasts. Doughty writes that Muḥammad ibn Rashīd knew Turkish, “and he knew [. . .] Persian; Mohammed, formerly conductor of the pilgrimage, can also speak in that language.”41 In 1883, the prince enjoyed a reading from al-Qaṣṭallānī’s Life of Muhammad, brought by Julius Euting from Cairo, and selections from the pre-Islamic Muʿallaqāt poems, “recited in an impermissible singsong manner.”42 In another session, the prince gave Euting a manuscript of the Muʿallaqāt and “a beautiful manuscript with poems and commentary of al-Mutanabbī.”43 Clearly, classical secular literary culture and native Nabaṭī tradition were much in vogue at the Rashīdī court. Among the population at large, however, classical poetry was practically unknown and the oral tradition reigned supreme. In this domain, interest in literate circles remained overwhelmingly confined to religious writings.

The parallels between the lore of the three Nafūd poets and the sizable travel literature concerning the Rashīdī court and northern Arabia would need a separate study. Reports from both sides, foreign and indigenous, are hardly ever contradictory, but perspectives and emphases naturally differ depending on the culture of the observers. Sometimes they share an uncanny resemblance, even in minute details. One extraordinary example is the description of Doughty’s efforts to bring about a reconciliation between a chief of the Fugarā tribe of ʿAnazah and his young runaway wife, who was the daughter of a shaykh.44 The manner in which the chief makes his request to Doughty; his speech and the telltale signs of his deep depression; the scene of the young woman with her relatives in a tent, surrounded by a big circle of sympathizing gossips; the artful means of persuasion employed; her eventual quasi-reluctant return; and the elation and gratitude of her husband are a choreographed performance, each step reflected in the stories of Abū Zwayyid’s role as marriage counselor to the preeminent Bedouin shaykhs of the Arabian north, Ibn Shaʿlān and Ibn Hadhdhāl. The principal wife of Saṭṭām ibn Shaʿlān, Turkiyyah, daughter of Ibn Mhēd, and her love marriage to Saṭṭām, feature realistically and romantically in Alois Musil’s study of the Rwalah tribe, in which he takes Bedouin poetry as his point of departure (see §6.1 and §7.1). While in the service of the Austrian-Hungarian government, Musil made the most of his time as a reconnaissance agent to study the customs and poetry of these Bedouin. An important source for the oral Bedouin poetry noted by Musil, including a charming poem by al-Hirbīd, was Ṭrād, one of the sons of Saṭṭām. His mother belonged to the Sirḥān tribe, and she instructed Ṭrād in committing to memory a vast cache of oral Bedouin poetry. Ṭrād features in the chapter of Abū Zwayyid as one of two sons of Saṭṭām who had mobilized their armed followings to battle it out over the rights of their respective clients, one a camel trader of the ʿUqayl (ʿGēl), a commercial guild mainly based in al-Qasīm, the other a Bedouin of the tribe of the Sharārāt, famous for breeding premium riding camels.45 When matters threatened to spiral out of control, Abū Zwayyid saved the situation with a solution that set a precedent under tribal law among Shammar.




Gender Relations in the Arabian North 

Women are ubiquitous in the lore relating to all three poets. In poetry, they are mostly portrayed in line with (male) convention, in the sense that they are the object of male admiration of their beauty. The poets enumerate their physical features and exult at the stunning sum total of their parts, much as in the traditional camel description. This volume includes some unusual, and occasionally astonishingly candid, scenes of physical and spiritual give-and-take between Bedouin poet and female companion (see, for instance, §18.3). As with other aspects of the orally transmitted texts, it is difficult to determine with any degree of precision where convention ends and lived experience begins.

Convention dates back to the beginnings of Arabic poetry, which even in the early Islamic era is to a considerable degree an extension of poetry originating in the Arabian Peninsula. The closest stylistic parallel to the lore in this volume, the narratives-cum-poetry of The Book of Songs, provides many early examples of a pervasive feature in the Abū Zwayyid and al-Hirbīd material: the all-consuming eagerness of Bedouin women to have their praises sung by renowned bards. Poets pursue women and women pursue poets. The Book of Songs describes, for example, how Nuṣayb, on a visit to the Holy Mosque in Mecca, overheard a circle of high-born, literarily inclined women reciting verses of their favorite composers of love poetry, himself one of them, and how he was avidly questioned when he revealed his identity.46 Abū Zwayyid and al-Hirbīd were similarly sought after.

Sometimes women ask for more, as a matter of pride. Laylā, the mother of ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn Marwān, the Umayyad governor of Egypt, stood in the way of Nuṣayb’s recompense until he mentioned her by name in his verses.47 A girl called Mnīrah refused to accept a poem of al-Hirbīd because he only extolled her charms in the final verses and had not devoted the entire poem to her (see §35.1). Renowned poets are charmed and cajoled into singing women’s praises, or persuaded to do so by niceties, a means of spreading word of their ravishing looks, thereby attracting suitors. Having requested a drink of water from a servant girl, Nuṣayb is asked to glorify her good looks in verse. He asks her to tell him her name (Hind) and the name of a nearby mountainous outcrop (Qanā), and on the spot rhapsodizes in verse that he would forever love the Qanā outcrop because of a girl named Hind living at its foot. The verses spread like wildfire. The girl’s wishes were fulfilled and she was offered a suitable marriage prospect.48 In the same fashion, a recently divorced woman contrived to have al-Hirbīd all to herself, away from other women, by dolling herself up and expertly packing and loading the dates for which he had come. Like Hind, she was rewarded with charming verses (see §36.1).

Women who interact with the Nafūd poets are mentioned by name, and often with the name of their father, in marked contrast to the anonymous and more stereotyped women one encounters in the verses of ghazal poets in the Najdī oasis towns. Though the latter pretend to be at the mercy of ladies who enjoy nothing more than toying with their delicate souls, they seem mostly oblivious to any kind of real-life personality behind a woman’s bewitching shape. Abū Zwayyid, by contrast, engages in lively discussions with female members of households. And he seems mightily pleased when Bedouin women take the initiative and act as if in command of the situation. Al-Hirbīd is shown making detours simply for the pleasure of chatting with a shepherdess who loves conversation and anecdotes.49 Sowayan explains that “Bedouin ghazal is about real love stories because Bedouin society, unlike the settled communities, does not lock up women and does not regard love as blameworthy,” and Musil notes that it was not rare for Bedouin to have love marriages.50

In some narrative sections, the teller of the story makes no secret of his distaste for the restrictive norms introduced in the post-Rashīd era and laments the pervasive social distrust regarding gender relations. The text is interspersed with comments such as: “This was in the olden days, before Bedouin girls began to cover up and act bashfully, when they still consorted freely with men and spent time in their company [. . .]. The nice olden ways, free of whispers and base gossip” (§17.5). Or: “Yes, in those days the girls had their role to play” (§33.1). Indeed, the female members of the House of Ibn Rashīd were taught to read and write, and were instructed in the Qurʾan.51 And from 1908 until the collapse of the Rashīdī state, real power in Ḥāʾil rested with Fāṭimah, the daughter of Zāmil al-Sibhān, from a family that had intermarried with the Ibn Rashīd rulers.52




The Three Poets in Society 

While the impression of each poet’s station in society and appearance varies depending on the narrator, the details mostly match. The stories about ʿAjlān are limited to his deeds and his tactics. The sources of his income are not mentioned, but as the owner of sizable herds of the famous white camels of the Rmāl tribe, he must have been fairly well-to-do. Al-Hirbīd and Abū Zwayyid, on the other hand, are repeatedly portrayed as hard-pressed to make ends meet, and occasionally as destitute—that is, until their poetic skills result in a sudden windfall. Al-Hirbīd, after the misfortune that befell his family, scrapes together a living by keeping sheep loaned to him by fellow tribesmen, but his distaste for playing nice and cozying up to the rich and powerful worked against him. Somewhat incongruous with these portrayals are stories and poetry of the prominent part played by his productive groves of date palms in the open spaces between the granite rocks of Ajā Mountain.53

Abū Zwayyid is the closest to being seen as a poet wedded to his vocation, someone who “made a living from his tongue. He composed poems as he followed the trail of shaykhs who gave him presents” (§10.1). 54 Likewise, al-Hirbīd “entertained people with his stories and accompanied his recitations with tunes from his rebab” (§32.1). ʿAjlān was “a conversationalist in the majlis, someone whom shaykhs liked to have around them, and a poet who also entertained at his own tent” (§50.1). Conversation is key, especially narratives-cum-poetry, the giṣṣah w-giṣīdah genre in Najd.55

Occasionally, Abū Zwayyid is shown supplementing his income by taking part in the Bedouin for-profit sport of raiding other tribes for their camels. The expression for going on a raid used in these texts is “to try one’s luck in stocking up with God-given booty” (ytarazzag allāh, CA rizq: “subsistence granted by God”). Interestingly, the poet participates both in private expeditions of plunder and in the “official” large-scale robbing tours yearly launched by Muḥammad ibn Rashīd.56 By joining the latter, the poet took part in a state-sponsored activity that contributed significantly to the budget and thus kept the wheels of finance and the local economy turning. A unique example of a state based mainly on one Bedouin tribe, Shammar, the Ibn Rashīd principality maintained its position and popularity through daily lavish hospitality to all comers.57 Every day, hundreds were fed a substantial meal in the courtyard of the Barzān palace.58 Some loot from successful raids, such as thoroughbred horses from the House’s fabled stables, was given to visitors of importance, tribal shaykhs and headmen of towns, and sent to solidify friendship with the Saudi princes in Riyadh, the Great Sharif in Mecca, the Ottoman-Turkish sultan and the Ottoman representatives in the Hejaz, and other neighboring powers.

Income was principally generated from zakat levied on the subjects of Ibn Rashīd, from trade and transport, and from the pilgrim caravans from Iraq that passed through Rashīdī territory to the Hejaz and back. Tribes around the periphery of the Shammar territory were liable to attack and despoilment of their herds if they refused to pay taxes similar to those levied in the core area of Jabal Shammar. The tribes roaming the desert areas from northern Syria and Iraq to Najrān in the south, bordering Yemen, remained by and large outside the writ of town-based political centers. By that excuse, they were considered legitimate targets for plunder, the more so because the attackers did not have to fear reprisals. During the nineteenth century, the scope for this Rashīdī practice was considerably expanded thanks to the destructive infighting within the House of Saud and to the sharp erosion of its reach, even in its native Najd. Muḥammad ibn Rashīd is said to have led more than forty raiding expeditions against the confederation of ʿUtaybah tribes alone.59 The Shammar Bedouin were not able to hide their wealth from the Rashīdī tax collectors. One ruse employed to mislead the tax collectors through the intervention of al-Hirbīd on behalf of his fellow tribesmen is included in this volume (see §44.2).

In addition to his frequently straitened circumstances, Abū Zwayyid labored under the disadvantage of his unappealing appearance. Hyperbole used in description of his face became proverbial. He was walleyed and his eyes were said to be bulbous and positioned toward the side of his face, like the eyes of a locust (see §10.3 and §18.5). His self-descriptions include “the wolf-faced bane of his pursuers, a mangy camel in a pen made of thorny bushes where those infected with smallpox are quarantined.”60 However, the combination of hideous looks, artistic renown, unshakable composure, pluck, and savviness proved irresistible to the ladies of Shammar and beyond. He was tracked down by his future wife, who had sworn to kiss him if she found him after hearing his poem about a beautiful woman. What she saw, as she came splashing toward him through the shallow water of a desert pond of rainwater, was “the snout of a hyena and watery eyes that made for poor vision. He stood there squinting and straining his eyes to have a good look at the girl as she hurried toward him, with her skirt lifted from the surface of the water and her shiny legs like lamps illuminated from below” (§18.3).

Al-Hirbīd’s deadly invective poetry described the repulsive appearance of rival poets (§48.5, v. 2 and §48.9, vv. 19–20). In his comments, the transmitter adds that one of these opponents “had suffered the loss of his eyelashes” and another “had rheumy eyes, messy with white discharge,” and “was capable of wolfing down two trays of food and still have appetite for more” ( see 48.7).




Judging the Poetry 

If much poetry was composed with a specific purpose and subject in mind, such practicality was not judged off-putting by the audience. On the contrary, one transmitter of this oral poetry lauds Abū Zwayyid’s poetry precisely because “every verse is spot on: it hits the target and pierces through its target” (§5.1). Contrasting it with much modern Arabic poetry, he opines that his “poems are about matters that are very recognizable. Every single word is to the point and deals with a real subject” (§5.1).

Hitting the mark was what early classical poets like al-Farazdaq strove to achieve in fashioning their verses. The Bedouin poet thinks like Ibn Mayyādah, who, when criticized for some metrical flaws, said, “Listen, Ibn Jundab, poetry is like an arrow in your quiver, made to hit the target, rising and falling, straying and on target.”61 It is assumed that in pre-Islamic times, some poets specialized in invective poetry and that their audience regarded this as an effective instrument in real-world contests. These poets had powers associated with sorcerers.62 In al-Hirbīd’s poetry, however, one detects signs that the original animist belief in poetry’s power as a curse may have retained a measure of credibility. In one instance, the poet, aggravated by the departure of his beloved, considers that he does not want to hurt her father, who is a decent man, and instead might cripple her camel, forcing her return. In another instance, following an exchange of invective, his competitor’s palm grove, near to his own, inexplicably burns down. By the late nineteenth century, poetic conventions and practices dating back to pre-Islamic times, even if not used in all seriousness, were recognized by the audience for what they were.




Style, Imagery, Technique 

The poets’ individual characters as portrayed in the narratives also come through in their poetry. Often, certain details in lines of verse have been woven into the narrative thread simply as a matter of fact, sometimes with the purpose of elucidating an allusion or an elliptical remark. But stories and poems are not always evenly matched. On the way back from a failed raid, Abū Zwayyid and other camel riders indulge in pranks and race their mounts at a gallop. Counter to expectation, his poem about their lighthearted capers starts out in a grave and somber tone, bemoaning that the “era has saddled us with woeful leaders” (§13.2, v. 8) and that all traditional values and virtues have been upended. The opening verses reflect the poet’s distress at the anarchy and rot that rapidly eroded the Rashīdī edifice of government when Muḥammad ibn Rashīd passed away. Nine verses later, without transition, the poet celebrates the wild ride on “the mount of [his] dreams” (§13.2, v. 10) and the lightning-fast successful capture of booty.63

The great majority of Abū Zwayyid’s poems open with a messenger dispatched on a spirited, at times impetuous she-camel. This trademark red-hued beast, kept in check by a skilled and daring rider, might be taken as a metaphor for the poet’s pugnacious and fiery temper. Up to the end of his life, Abū Zwayyid appears as an enterprising, cheeky Bedouin hero. Even old, blind, and frail, when he is led to the vaguely menacing presence of the new ruler, a prince of the House of Saud, he gently and half teasingly succeeds in drawing him out. He may well have been the only poet to leave the new court and its grim circle of turbaned Ikhwān with the gift of a camel for use as a draft animal.64 Here, style and content match to perfection.

Almost none of the poems by al-Hirbīd feature a camel prelude. The wistful, slightly elegiac tone of his chapter’s first poems, lamenting the loss of his brothers and their families at the hands of Ibn Shaʿlān Bedouin raiders, draws on the imagery of the early classical poet’s laments at an abandoned campsite. Al-Hirbīd’s poetry hits the mark too, but in a subtler manner, by exploring the twisted pathways and unexpected detours of sentiment and wandering thoughts. Tribal pride is celebrated, but the dominant impression is one of personal feeling, from joyful passion to raging anger and sad resignation.

Devoted to his sheep, which are half-mockingly contrasted with camel herding, and to his palm groves, al-Hirbīd comes across as tribal but only partially Bedouin, even as he treks and consorts with the camel nomads. Abū Zwayyid, for instance, hardly mentions date palms in his poetry, whereas al-Hirbīd weaves the details of the tree’s efflorescence intricately into his ghazal (see §34.2, vv. 12–14).65 If he speaks about Bedouin life, he often does so in a mode of self-deprecation, comparable to Ibn Sbayyil lowering himself to the position of a villager as he looks up to the towering Bedouin. Ibn Sbayyil’s “I am just a villager—they, redoubtable Bedouin”66 is mirrored in al-Hirbīd’s “breathless, we pant after camels and horsemen / who raid for sport . . .” (§32.10, v. 5). And yet, even he cannot escape camel imagery for the similes and metaphors of his ghazal. The lore of the Nafūd poets aptly underscores Doughty’s observation that “camels, the only substance of the nomads, are the occasion of all their contending.”67 From the beginning, the camel was a metaphor used to describe certain aspects of poetry itself. The seventh-century Dhū l-Rummah, for instance, tells one of his poem’s addressees that he will soon receive rhymes like a beautifully adorned, broken-in camel, to be followed by likewise tamed and well-trained poetry.68 In Bedouin poetry, the metaphor is taken further: the camel stands for the poem itself, as in the standard expression “I mounted and dispatched a poem” (arkabt lī giṣīdah). The next step in the development of the metaphor is to do away entirely with the object of comparison and speak of a camel in lieu of a poem.69 On his marriage-saving excursion to the estranged wife of Ibn Hadhdhāl, al-Hirbīd tells her about the fast camel he has readied for her. “Let me hear it,” she says, and in the poem she is likened to a nicely caparisoned white she-camel (§7). Among the presents she gives him as a reward for his camel/poem are a real camel loaded with goods and an even more valuable mare.

The most egregious and comical example of full identification of poem and camel occurs in a conversation between Abū Zwayyid, who is accompanied by a Rwēlī companion,70 and Muḥammad ibn Rashīd during a raiding expedition. Abū Zwayyid lodges a complaint with the prince about his Rwēlī friend, accusing him of acting like a stupid, undiscriminating young male camel trying to cover a pregnant female; that is, of plagiarizing one of his poems. He goes on to say that he found one of his camels with his Rwēlī mate, while all of his camels (that is, poems) are truly his own. The prince, himself a poet steeped in desert lore, at once deciphers the code language: the verses have been composed by Abū Zwayyid but he did his Rwēlī friend a favor by allowing him to claim the lines as his own. “Let’s have it, then!” he says with a straight face (§15.1). The Rwēlī recites it and the prince asks if it is a stand-alone composition or has any “sisters”—a group of pedigree riding camels of the same color and strain are called “sisters.” On being informed that these lines are all there is, the prince orders his servants to let the Rwēlī pick one of the camels. To the astonishment of the attendants, the ugliest beast in the herd is chosen: walleyed like the poet, a long navel cord dangling from its belly, chewing on a bone.71 Like the ugly poet, it is an example of a recurring motif in oral lore: smart heroes who deceive but are not deceived by appearances. The Rwēlī, a crack cameleer, knows what he is doing. With his training, the beast metamorphoses into a champion long-distance desert cruiser.72 He thanks Abū Zwayyid for helping him with the ruse in verses that this time might be his own.

The text presumes an audience steeped in this oral poetry’s conventions. Just as the audience knows that a “camel” may stand for a poem, mention of certain objects evokes associations of the thing to which it refers, and that need not be explicitly identified. From the context, it should be obvious that the sparkle of a sword’s blade is the finely chiseled straight nose of the woman haunting the poet (§17.5, v. 6). The nose does not need to be mentioned; its omission introduces an element of speed, excitement, and enjoyment at being able to decipher these small riddles delivered staccato-like, in rapid succession. Virtually all the features of this oral poetry are designed to enhance the addictive pleasures of conversation and verbal entertainment in the majlis.

Abū Zwayyid’s camel-shaped, marriage-saving poem (§7) that persuaded Nūrah to give Shaykh Ibn Hadhdhāl another chance is a masterpiece of deft turns and twists. Scenes switch in rapid succession to create an exhilarating impression of speed and daring. The camel itself, “towering on giraffe-like legs,” is “God’s favored racer.” Its pace seamlessly transitions to the exploits of Nūrah’s father. Some men of the “shaykh’s raiding group” are welcomed at home by an unattractive mate who “yells and shouts with abandon,” and the more fortunate, people like the shaykh, are welcomed by sweet smiles. The daughter of this “shaykh of shaykhs,” the most alluring of camels, “Insouciant, she strides in scented fur dyed yellow.” With a final flourish, Nūrah is crowned as the equal of Ibn Shaʿlān:


Never did I see Nūrah’s like among kin or friends,

or ever hear of her equal from anyone.73

In a further example, warned in a dream by the daughter of the chief of the Rmāl, al-Hijhūj, he extols her father, sends his verse with “a skittish camel that hates getting hit,” praises him, and then seemingly deviates into scenes of camel robbery and hot pursuit. Next comes an imagined dialogue of a young man who announces his intention to raid, expecting his tribal elders to caution him against it. However, he is encouraged to prove his mettle—a backhanded way of paying a compliment to his sweetheart’s father, al-Hijhūj.74 Surprisingly, the poem ends with a diatribe against a pastoralist who is ridiculed for “fattening his sheep and churning butter,” an inveterate miser, the opposite of camel nomads born to be noble and generous (§17.6).75 Stripped of its plumage, the piece’s aim is simply to praise al-Hijhūj as a champion among his tribal competitors: chief of tribesmen who habitually and without a care send their sons on the warpath. Valuing prestige above all else, they pour scorn on a life of profit-making for its own sake. For the poet, achieving similar success for himself not only depends on the praised shaykh’s real-life status, but also on artful delivery. He endeavors to stand out from the crowd of poets and dazzle the audience with amazing swerves and dashes—a technique at which Abū Zwayyid excels. Similarly, al-Hirbīd’s ghazal depicts a buxom girl who helps a cousin and promised future husband to hoist water from a well. Rope in hand, she is distracted by the appearance of the poet, and the future husband punishes her with a hard pull on the rope that makes her fall to the ground. Al-Hirbīd’s poem curses the jealous fiancé, then without further explanation transforms the girl into a tender young she-camel forced to join a raiding expedition and keep pace with “pitiless, hard-bitten mounts / ridden by boisterous, hookah-smoking toughs” (§39.3)

For the uninitiated, such abrupt transitions might be disorienting. The technique’s building blocks are miniature set pieces, borrowed from convention and molded into the poet’s personal style to be turned into short and dense vignettes. Related to similes and extended similes, these are not merely figures of speech: pried loose from the poem’s frame, they can run to several verses and can be quasi-independent units. Delivered in a spirited performance, the recitation assumes the presence of an audience so steeped in the lore that they can effortlessly grasp the meaning and scope. Preservation in oral transmission is testimony to the collective experience and intimate knowledge of the environment that underlies this kind of highly stylized speech. In this way, all observers, indigenous and foreign, reckon poetry itself to be an inextricable part of Arabian desert life. This poetry summarizes and puts a slant on events and thought in this arid land, at once fertilized and brought forth by it, and at times exercising considerable influence on developments in its habitat.

This may explain one of the most remarkable features of the poetry: the systematic reduction of matters to values and imagery characterized by stark, binary opposition. A warrior comes home to “a wife like a hissing snake” (§7.2, v. 9) and another to the “sweet smiles of a dazzling beauty” (§7.2, v. 13); some camels “stagger across wastes like invalids” (§7.2, v. 4); for others, “uphill stretches serve to make her run faster still” (§7.2, v. 7); and so on (see also §18.8, v. 1 and §19.5, v. 2). Routine use of hyperbole in Bedouin and early classical poetry are part of the poet’s aspiration to sharpen such oppositions to the utmost. But if poet and transmitter stretch credulity, they do so in accordance with the taste of an audience rooting for the poem’s subject to overcome all odds and countervailing forces. Ultimately, the tendency toward binary opposition can be traced to the poetry’s harsh natural setting. In a vast wilderness crisscrossed by a patchwork of tribal hostility, one might be faced at any moment with life-or-death situations, severe droughts, and other blows of Fate; or be given sudden relief by rain or good fortune. Like the desert itself, such an environment is inhospitable to softer tones and nuanced speculation. Either/or situations and the lack of forewarning require quick decisions, carried out with unwavering determination. Born in the desert, the three poets are among the last representatives of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Bedouin life. Having inherited verbal art and imagery from the earliest classical poetry of Arabia, their spirited performances illuminate the circumstances in which the tradition is rooted in pre-Islamic times, and indeed, their poetry and technique are best understood against that historical background.









Map: The Nafūd of Khalaf Abū Zwayyid, ʿAdwān al-Hirbīd, and ʿAjlān ibn Rmāl

[image: A map of the Arabian Peninsula, with an inset providing a more detailed coverage of the Nafūd desert region]
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