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Woven Together as Though Randomly Strung;:
Variation in Collections of Naevi Poetry Compiled
by al-Nuwayri and al-Sar1 al-Raffa’

Naevi, commonly known as birthmarks or moles, are a recurring theme in pre-
modern Arabic erotic poetry.' Like other bodily features, birthmarks (Arabic:
khal, pl. khilan; also shamah, pl. shamat) are a topos of erotic poetry that allows
poets to amplify a mark of beauty through allusion, simile, and metaphor into a
poetic statement (ma‘na).? The trope seems to have emerged in the early Abbasid
period and soon became ubiquitous.? As with other poetic figures, anthologists
collected many of these verses together into stand-alone chapters. The objectives
of these collections differed; some brought these poems together as an introduc-
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I was very fortunate to benefit from the detailed attention and criticism of several leading schol-
ars in preparing this piece. To Thomas Bauer, Marlé Hammond, Elias Muhanna, Nadia Jamil,
Wilferd Madelung, Julia Bray, Hilary Kilpatrick, and—above all—to Geert Jan van Gelder, I ex-
press my thanks. Nevertheless, I am solely responsible for any errors or shortcomings here.

! This theme is common in Arabic’s sister literary traditions Persian and Ottoman as well. Per-
haps the most famous line of poetry on this topic in any language is by Hafiz (d. 1390): “Agar an
Turk-i Shirazi bih dast arad dil-i ma ra / bih khal-i hinduyash bakhsham Samarqand-u Bukhara-ra”
(Ghazal 3: Hafiz: bih sa‘y-i Sayah [Tehran, 1374 (1995)], 83) (“Oh Turkish maid of Shiraz! in thy
hand / If thou’lt take my heart, for the mole on thy cheek / I would barter Bokhara and Samar-
kand.” Translated by Gertrude Bell in Poems from the Divan of Hafiz [London, 1928], 90). Note also
the poem by the Ottoman Sultan Selim II (r. 974-82/1566-74) that begins:

khalin ileh zulfin el bir ilmish
dilleri damileh nakhjir ilmish

Hand in hand thy mole hath plotted with thy hair;
Many a heart have they entangled in their snare.

(E. J. W. Gibb, A History of Ottoman Poetry, ed. E. G. Browne [London, 1900-09], 6:165); the trans-
lation by E. J. W. Gibb is found in ibid., 3:168-69. See also the poem by Fudali in ibid., 7:136-37
(text); 3:95 (translation).

2 See Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., s.v. “Shama” (by T. Fahd). The English euphemisms “beauty
mark” (or “beauty spot”) and the French “grains de beauté” exemplify this same tendency. For
a list of books and chapters on the topic of naevi, see Hasan ‘Abd al-Hadi’s helpful list in the
preface to al-Nawaji’'s Saha’if al-Hasanat fi Wasf al-Khal, ed. ‘Abd al-Hadi (Amman, 2000), 26-30.
Thomas Bauer gives an overview of this theme in Abbasid erotic poetry in his Liebe und Liebes-
dichtung in der arabischen Welt des 9. und 10. Jahrhunderts: eine literatur- und mentalititsgeschich-
tliche Studie des arabischen Gazal (Wiesbaden, 1998), 248-54.

* Bauer, Liebe und Liebesdichtung, 248.

©2013 by Adam Talib.
BY DOI: 10.6082/M12F7KK7. (https://doi.org/10.6082/M12F7KK?7)

DOI of Vol. XVII: 10.6082/M18050P5. See https://doi.org/10.6082/5ZJ0-6548 to download the full volume or
individual articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license
(CC-BY). See http://mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



24 ADAM TALIB, WOVEN TOGETHER AS THOUGH RANDOMLY STRUNG

tion for poetry novices or to determine who first originated a particular image
and whether other poets had indecorously borrowed it (i.e., in sarigat texts). The
anthologists studied here, however, were rather more concerned with poetic de-
pictions of the human body, and devote several chapters to parts of the body often
eulogized in erotic poetry. These poetic collections do not always appear system-
atically organized; in fact, when not arranged alphabetically by rhyme-letter or
by order of precedence as in sarigat-texts, they often appear as though presented
at random. The idea of a random presentation of literary material should strike us
as dubious, however, and may in fact reflect a continued discomfort with the idea
of poetic anthologies as original literary works.

In this article, I will describe an anthological practice I have chosen to call
“variation,” which can be seen inter alia in the composition of two chapters of col-
lected poetry centered around the topic of naevi. These mini-collections, I argue,
unfold through a subtle, inexplicit progression of thematic and rhetorical move-
ments. It is only by recognizing this mechanism of variation, which relies on
overlapping transitions—as though the poems were cascading—that the literary
construction and conscious arrangement of these poetry collections becomes ap-
parent. This process of arrangement, along with others, helps to augment mean-
ing and contribute to what we might call the “macropoetics” or “contextual poet-
ics” of Arabic poetry collections.*

What is most significant about these poetry collections, for the purpose of
literary history, is that they demonstrate how Mamluk poetry anthologists could
use their rich knowledge of the Arabic literary tradition to repurpose common
motifs as threads to bind together—using a novel approach—new types of poetry
collections, such as the epigram anthology. Alexander Sens has discussed how
the technique of allusion functioned in the context of Hellenistic epigram collec-
tions:

A poet’s reuse of a particular passage activates the reader’s aware-
ness of an entire tradition, thus locating the alluding text in a con-
tinuous literary line while treating the target as a poetic ances-
tor. ... [T]he grouping of poems by type or theme could provide a
conspicuous generic template against which readers evaluate the
interrelationships among individual poems. But it is in the case of
an anthology like Meleager’s Garland, in which the epigrammatist
places his own compositions alongside the work of his predeces-
sors, that the impulse to establish and comment on one’s epigram-

* These two terms are borrowed from the work of Joseph R. Allen, “Macropoetic Structures: The
Chinese Solution,” Comparative Literature 45, no. 4 (Autumn 1993): 305-29, and Poems in their
Place: The Intertextuality and Order of Poetic Collections, ed. Neil Fraistat (Chapel Hill, NC, 1986),
respectively.
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matic pedigree is most vivid: in juxtaposing his own compositions
with epigrams on which they are based, the poet lays before the
reader his own literary genealogy.’

Sens’ analysis chimes with my own and suggests that this operation—this radi-
calization of convention through convention—speaks of a thriving literary cul-
ture, wherein an appetite for variety and virtuosity was engendered among
readers who demanded an attendant aptitude and erudition from authors. This
same trend is mirrored in anthologies on motifs such as tears and incipient beard
growth (i.e., ‘idhar).° Thomas Bauer has explained this trend more globally vis-a-
vis Mamluk society: “Eager to find pleasure in literature, to improve their literary
knowledge, and to gain social prestige as cognoscenti of literature and the subtle-
ties of the Arabic language, this bourgeois public engendered a broad demand for
literary works, especially in the form of anthologies.”” Collections of naevi verses,
like other poetic anthologies, were part of a wider cultural trend in the Mamluk
and Ottoman periods toward encyclopaedism, but they are independent artistic
works as well, which exhibit a high degree of aesthetic and formal coherence.?
In what follows, I will attempt to draw out one specific compositional dimen-
sion in two collections of naevi verses to demonstrate that variation in arrange-
ment (cf. the maxim varietas delectat) is an important facet of the aesthetic foun-
dation of Arabic epigram collections.’ These collections of epigrams on a common
theme unfold like a sonata, through a process analogous to exposition and reca-
pitulation—what I have chosen to call variation—and though this process was not
remarked upon by contemporary sources, and has thus far escaped the notice of

5 A. Sens, “One Thing Leads (Back) to Another: Allusion and the Invention of Tradition in Hel-
lenistic Epigrams” in Brill’s Companion to Hellenistic Epigram: Down to Philip, ed. P. Bing and J. S.
Bruss (Leiden, 2007), 375.

¢ See lists of anthologies on these subjects in the preface to ‘Abd al-Hadi’s edition of al-Nawaji’s
Saha’if al-Hasanat fi Wasf al-Khal, 25-26.

7 EI3, s.v. “Anthologies. A. Arabic Literature. 2. Post-Mongol Period” (by Thomas Bauer).

¢ On Mamluk encyclopaedism, see Elias Muhanna, “Encyclopaedism in the Mamluk Period: The
Composition of Shihab al-Din al-Nuwayri’s (d. 1333) Nihayat al-Arab fi Funin al-Adab” (Ph.D.
diss., Harvard University, 2012), ch. 1.

? On the topic of variation (varietas, but also variatio) more broadly, see Sean Gallagher, “Models
of Varietas: Studies in Style and Attribution in the Motets of Johannes Regis and his Contem-
poraries” Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1998), ch. 2; and Imitatio, Aemulatio, Variatio: Akten
des internationalen wissenschaftlichen Symposions zur byzantinischen Sprache und Literatur (Wien,
22.-25. Oktober 2008), ed. Andreas Rhoby and Elisabeth Schiffer (Vienna, 2010); see also Kathryn
Gutzwiller, “The Poetics of Editing in Meleager’s Garland,” Transactions of the American Philologi-
cal Association 127 (1997): 169-200.
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26 ADAM TALIB, WOVEN TOGETHER AS THOUGH RANDOMLY STRUNG

scholars, its deployment, function, and clear utility make its prominence in cer-
tain epigram collections a matter of consequence.

One chapter of Shihab al-Din al-Nuwayri’s (d. 733/1333) voluminous encyclo-
pedia Nihayat al-Arab fi Funun al-Adab is devoted to naevi description.” This
chapter is divided into two sections with reference to grammatical gender: one
“in the masculine” (‘ala lafz al-tadhkir) and the other “in the feminine” (‘ala lafz
al-ta’nith)."* One should also note the brevity of the sixteen poems included in
this chapter—all are four lines long or less in the form in which al-Nuwayri cited
them—as evidence of the tendency to anthologize epigrammatic poems. Follow-
ing the example set by Joseph Sadan in his article “Maidens’ Hair and Starry
Skies: Imagery System and Ma‘ani Guides,” I will highlight the descriptions used
in the sequence of poems in al-Nuwayri’s chapter to demonstrate for the reader
the wide variety of images commonly associated with the naevi mana (figure,
metaphor).” Highlighting these figures, I will demonstrate how anthologists em-
ployed a sophisticated, if unacknowledged, technique of variation to enhance the
arrangements of poems on a given theme.

The anonymous author of the first poem compares the mole on the beloved’s
right arm to the black spot of the heart and says it is like coal-black jet set in a
delicate pearl.

[t o]
IR LB i 30 AT el
5 995 ot i i S

fi s-sa‘idi l-aymani khalun lahu / mithlu s-suwayda’i ‘ala l-qalbt
ka’annahu min sabajin fahimin / murakkabin min luw’lu’in ratbi

On his right arm there’s a birthmark,

1 Contemporaries did occasionally discuss anthological techniques—albeit obliquely—and they
also discussed the importance of variation in the composition of qasa’id (sing. qasidah) (see, e.g.,
Ibn Khaldan, The Mugaddimah, trans. Franz Rosenthal [London, 1958],3:373ff). Robert H. Brower
and Earl Miner have discussed a process they call integration (made up of two “integrating tech-
niques” progressions and associations) in connection with Japanese poetry collections, which
is clearly analogous to the process of variation I describe here (see R. H. Brower and E. Miner,
Japanese Court Poetry [Stanford, CA, 1961], 436-38; 319-29; 403-13).

! The most detailed and most recent study of this massive encyclopedia is Muhanna, “Encyclo-
paedism in the Mamluk Period.”

12 Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab fi Funiin al-Adab (Cairo, 1964-98), 2:80-82, 83.

1% Joseph Sadan, “Maidens’ Hair and Starry Skies: Imagery System and Ma‘ni Guides; the Practi-
cal Side of Arabic Poetics as Demonstrated in Two Manuscripts” in Studies in Medieval Arabic and
Hebrew Poetics, ed. Sasson Somekh, Israel Oriental Studies 11 (Leiden, 1991), 57-88.
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like the black spot of the heart
It’s as if it were made of coal-black jet
and set in a lustrous pearl.™

The second poem, by Ibn Munir al-Tarabulusi (d. 548/1153), speaks of a natural
beauty who requires no ornaments (atil), who appears and instantly attracts the
ornaments of [the assembly’s] gaze. His mole is not, the poet says, crumbs of the
ambergris of his temples nor a drop of his eyeliner (sibghat al-kahal); rather it is
the black spot of the heart of the one who loves him floating over the fire of his
blushing cheek.” Ibn Munir is also the author of the third poem, in which he re-
prises a simile from the previous poem. Here he addresses his audience, “Do not
take the mole on his cheek (note the paronomasia, la takhalu khalahu) for a dried
drop of his eyeliner (min sibghi jafnin). It is an ember from the fire of my heart,
which has sunk into [his cheek], been extinguished, and rests there.”'® Th next
poem is connected to this last poem by use of the same apostrophic injunction;
it begins, “Do not take the mole on his cheek / for a drop of musk that melted
from his forelock,”” and as in the poem before it, the last line—the punchline, as
it were—gives a more meaningful, and metaphorical, explanation for the presence
of this feature of beauty: “That is my heart, it has been robbed of its kernel (dhaka
qalbi sulibat habbatuhu) / which has now settled on his cheek as a mole (fa-stawat
khalan ‘ala wajnatihi)” Here there is a pun on the phrase “habbat al-qalb,” which
can mean both the “heart’s beloved” and “kernel (lit. grain) of the heart,” but
there is also a further pun because “habbat al-qalb” is also known as “suwayda’
al-qalb” (“the innermost part [or kernel] of the heart”). Read literally, however,
“suwayda’ al-qalb” is the “little-black-thing of the heart” and thus refers to the im-
age of the birthmark: the little black thing stripped from the lover’s heart, which
has settled on the beloved’s cheek.

The next poem in this sequence is by the same Ibn Munir al-Tarabulusi and
though the grain allusion (habbah as grain weight) is not made explicit, the fig-
ure of weight and scales makes clear the relationship between this poem and the
one that came before it.”® The poet compares the beloved’s cheeks to two gold

4 This phrase “murakkab min” ought to mean “composed of,” but in context it clearly means “set

in,” “placed in.” The poetic syntax is somewhat clumsy, but it is not necessary to substitute “fi”
for “min” here, although it would make the line read more smoothly.

5 Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:80. This is also the source for the poem as it appears in the
Diwan (Ibn Munir al-Tarabulusi, Diwan, ed. ‘Umar Tadmuri [Beirut, 1986], 132).

' Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:81.

7 Ibid.

'8 The habbah is equivalent to the avoirdupois grain, equivalent to one-sixtieth of a dirham, or
dram, i.e., 64.799 milligrams. On coins, money-changing, and weights see EI2, svv. “Dinar” (by G.
C. Miles), “Sarf (a.)” (by A. Zysow), and “Makayil. 1. in the Arabic, Persian and Turkish lands” (by
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coins (dinar) being weighed on a scale [to certify their value]. The money-changer
(sayrafi) carefully balances the scale, but because one cheek weighs less than the
other the money-changer has to add a carat (girat)—the mole itself—to the cheek
that weighs less so that they balance.” The next poem in the sequence departs
from the speck motif to introduce a simile with political significance.?” The anon-
ymous poem announces that “a successor (khalifah, caliph) to Joseph in beauty
has appeared.” The reader will recall that the figure of Joseph became a by-word
for beauty in the Arabic tradition. This successor to Joseph’s beauty is neverthe-
less more daunting than the prophet as depicted in the Bible and Quran: “When
he appears both worlds shudder.” In the second line of the poem, the beloved is
compared to the caliph. The poet says to his companion, “Stop with me and look
at him so that you may see / the black flag of the caliphate (‘alam al-khilafah) on
his cheek.” This comparison between the mole and the caliph’s black flag is the
simile that underpins the entire poem, and also links the idea of religious and
political succession to aesthetic succession.? The beloved is so beautiful that he is
reckoned to be in the line of succession from Joseph, but the introduction of the
figure of the caliph introduces a whole layer of complexity to this brief poem that
is worth unpacking. Two significant layers of meaning were added to the institu-
tion of the caliphate during and after the Abbasid revolution. The Abbasids over-
threw the Umayyad dynasty in a revolution that was, theoretically, motivated by
a strong desire among the Abbasids, their supporters, and their Alid comrades-
in-arms to rectify the succession of the caliphate, which had become a hereditary
dynasty of the Umayyads. The Umayyads, unlike the family of al-‘Abbas, were
not related Hashemites (banu Hashim) and this was used to great effect to bol-
ster support for the Abbasids among proto-Shi‘ites.* Succession (khilafah) is thus
not merely dynastic succession, but also familial succession from the Prophet,
and it is this complex metaphor that is correlated to the idea of the beloved in-
heriting his beauty from Joseph. Similarly, the Abbasids were known for hav-
ing constructed an awe-inspiring, fearsome image of the caliph and his imperial
strength. The black standard of the Abbasid armies and the caliph’s black robes

E. Ashtor). Cf. the epigram by Burhan al-Din al-Qirati (d. 1379) given in Ibn al-Imad, Shadharat
al-Dhahab fi Akhbar Man Dhahab (Cairo, 1350-51/1931-32), 6:270, and passim.

¥ Geert Jan van Gelder kindly suggested “ fa-htata” be read for “wa-htata” at the end of line 1 here.
? Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:81.
A Cf. EI2, sv. “Alam” (by J. David-Weill).

22 The history of the Abbasid revolution is a very vexed issue and much has been written on the
subject. My discussion is limited to the popular conception of this revolution and the ethos of
the Abbasid caliphate as represented in pre-modern Arabic culture and should not therefore be
confused with a historical account. For an introduction to historical and historiographical dis-
cussions of this most significant event in early Islamic history, see EI3, s.v. “Abbasid Revolution”
(by Elton L. Daniel), EI2, s.v. “Abbasids” (by B. Lewis).
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came to symbolize incontestable military and religious authority as an emblem
of the Abbasid uprising and subsequent caliphal dynasty but it drew on another
common eschatological motif. In the hadith literature, the Prophet Muhammad
explains the signs of the apocalypse thus:

When we were with the prophet, young men from Bana Hashim
[the prophet’s kin] entered and when the prophet saw them his
eyes filled with tears and his color turned ... so I ['Abd Allah, the
narrator] said, “We still see something in your face that we fear,”
and [the prophet] said, “We are the people of a house for whom
God has chosen the afterlife over this life, and after me, the peo-
ple of my house will face trials, expulsion, and persecution. Until
a people come from the East with black banners [emphasis mine,
rayat sud] and they will ask for charity and will not be given it and
so they will fight and will be made victorious and then they will
be given what they had asked for, but they will not accept it until
they bring it to a man from the people of my house and they will
fill it with justice as they had filled it up with injustice, and let him
among you who realizes this go to them, even if it is as hopeless as
crawling on ice (habwan ‘ala al-thalj).”*

Against this historical background, we can see that the poet’s comparison of
the mole on the beloved’s cheek to the black caliphal standard and its awesome
cultural resonance is a light-hearted way of elevating the description of the be-
loved beyond the trope that he is Joseph’s successor in beauty. The beloved is
Joseph’s successor (khalifah), but he is also linked to the figure of the tremendous,
awe-inspiring emperor-caliph (lit. successor). The mark of his beauty (the mole on
his cheek) is, for the one who is infatuated with him, as terrifying as the black
standard of the caliph’s armies.

The poem that follows on from this one is linked to the caliphal motif by an
expression contained in its last line—the line that usually carries the most weight
and serves as a climax in these epigrammatic poems. With the image of the fear-
some caliph still fresh in the reader’s mind, she then encounters a poem that at
first does not seem to be correlated with the one immediately preceding it. Yet it
is in the last line of this poem that we find a reference to the same cultural nexus
of caliphal mystique that links these two poems in a series. The paradoxical ex-

% Sunan Ibn Mdjah in Mawsi‘at al-Hadith al-Sharif, ed. Salih ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Muhammad Al
al-Shaykh (Riyadh, 1999) no. 4082, p. 2725; also in Sunan Ibn Majah, ed. Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abd
al-Baqi (Cairo, 1952-54), no. 4082, 2:1366.
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pression that concludes the poem is made doubly poignant when read against the
historical background of another system of caliphal imagery:*

[eedt o]
&ijﬁmuw %s;éri\;}gd;igiié;f
AT M} 3 5 L S U Ceies
AT L 2L Bl 20

kam qultu li-n-nafsi ilayhi —dh’habi / fa-hubbuhu I-mashhiru min madhhabi
muhafhafu l-qaddi lahi shamatun / min ‘anbarin fi khaddihi I-mudhhabi
ayasani t-tawbata min hubbihi / tuli‘uhu shamsan mina l-maghribi

I've often told my soul, “Go after him!
Loving him is the path (or doctrine) I'm known for.”
Slender bodied, with a spot
of ambergris on his gilded cheek.
I was made to despair of repentance from his love
when he rose as a sun in the west.

Once again, in this poem the mole on the beloved’s cheek is compared to amber-
gris, thus connecting this poem to the mole motif shared with other poems in this
chapter. Yet we should not overlook the image that ends the poem: a sun rising
in the west. Those familiar with the traditional lore associated with the Fatimid
dynasty will have noticed the connection between this poem and the caliphal
poem that precedes it. It is easy to see that this concluding image refers to the
Ismaili belief that the Fatimid leader al-Mahdi billah rose like a sun in the west in
accordance with prophetic hadith.*

The image of the sun rising in the west is one of the signs of the apocalypse
and is well-known from the hadith literature.? In the Sunni hadith collection of
Ibn Majah (d. 273/886), there is a chapter “On the rising of the sun in the West”
in the section on “Trials and tribulations” (fitan).”’” Here Ibn Majah relates three
reports (ahadith, sing. hadith) relating to this apocalyptic sign. The Prophet is
recorded as saying “The hour [i.e,, the end of time] will not come until the sun
rises in the West” and “The first sign of the resurrection (khurujan) is the rising of

# Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:81.

» See, inter alia, W. Ivanov, Ismaili Tradition Concerning the Rise of the Fatimids (London, 1942), 238.
% See, inter alia, Ibn Kathir, Nihayat al-Bidayah wa-al-Nihayah fi al-Fitan wa-al-Malahim, ed.
Muhammad Fahim ‘Abiyah (Riyadh, 1968), 1:195 ff. On Islamic eschatological traditions, see EI2,
sv. “al-Sa‘a. 2. In eschatology” (by U. Rubin).

7 Sunan Ibn Majah in Mawsiu‘at al-Hadith al-Sharif, no. 4070, p. 2722.
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the sun in the West.” Another harbinger of the end times, of course, is the reap-
pearance of al-Mahdi.? Line two of this poem is also connected to another piece
of Fatimid lore: the man with the birthmark (sahib al-shamah). One of the most
famous and successful of the Fatimid commanders was al-Husayn ibn Zakaroye,
the son of a Fatimid da%.?° He had a birthmark on his face, which he claimed was
a heavenly sign (@yah), and for this reason was known as sahib al-shamah.*® Line
two would not necessarily put one in mind of him, but the Fatimid imagery in
line three makes the allusion clear and demonstrates the extent to which these
epigrams drew on a wide body of shared cultural knowledge. This interpretation
of two poems of a total of five lines may seem overlong, but by demonstrating
that these poems deal with more than just the birthmark topos and eroticism,
and that anthologists arranged these poems in their collections conscientiously—
if subtly—we can begin to understand how these poetry collections operated as
literary texts; something more than neutral compilations.

The next poem in the sequence builds on the sun motif introduced in the pre-
ceding poem. In this poem, the poet describes a slender youth, through whose
[dark] hair and [gleaming] brow people arrive at both darkness (zulmah) and
light (diya’).* “Don’t be surprised,” he says, ending the poem, “by the mole on his
cheek / for every anemone has its black spot.” In the next poem, this black spot is
morphed into a burnt spot:* “When my eye saw the fire of his cheek / my heart
rushed toward it like a moth [to a flame]* // that was burnt by [the fire] and thus
became a mole / Just look at the trace of smoke around the edges (al-hawashi)”
The last image, the edges (al-hawashi), can also be read as a reference to the be-
loved’s incipient beard. In the next poem, the simile foregoes the image of fire,
but retains the image of flight, as with the moth in the preceding poem. The poet
says that a mole appeared upon the beloved’s cheek, adorning him [or the cheek],
and this increased the lover-narrator’s existing passion.* “The mole,” he says, “is
as though it were the beloved [also “grain,” habbah] of my heart, which flew up

% See EI2, sv. “al-Mahdi” (by W. Madelung).

» See Heinz Halm, The Empire of the Mahdi: The Rise of the Fatimids, trans. Michael Bonner (Leiden,
1996), 79-88.

% Ibid., 79.

3t Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:81.

%2 1bid., 82.

% Cf. Muhammad Mansour Abahsain, “The Supra-Symbolic Moth in Arabic Religious Poetry
from the Late Ottoman Period,” Journal of Arabic Literature 24, no. 1 (1993): 21-27; this poem is
translated on p. 21.

* Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:82.
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when it saw him, and so I told it to stop on his cheek.” The figure of the heart leads
to the next poem, which is all about the interaction between heart, mole, and eye.*

[cat) o]
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khilanu khaddika raddat / sahiha qalbi marida
fi Fayni sudun wa-lakin / ma zilna fi I-qalbi bida

The birthmarks on your cheek returned
My healthy heart diseased.

To the eye they’re black, but,
in my heart, they’re forever white.

Thus the beloved (also grain) of the heart motif in the previous poem has here
been altered to create the image of the lover’s diseased heart. This diseased heart
then provides the occasion for the punchline of the poem in which the rational
eye, which recognizes the birthmarks as harmful to the lover, is juxtaposed with
the passionate heart, which still retains affection for the thing that has caused it
pain. What had been expressed through chromatic synecdoche—white for good,
black for bad—becomes explicit in the poem that follows. In this poem, the poet
says the beloved’s cheek is a mirror of all good things and that its beauty makes
all facial features [or qualities, more generally] beautiful.* “Why then,” he asks
in the concluding line, “do I see stars upon it / which are shy even though they
are shooting stars (nayyirat)?” Here again it is the concluding image, the shooting
star, that provides the link between this poem and the next.

The next poem is interesting not only because of the way it is linked to the
poem preceding it, but for the system of metaphors it puts forth:*

[ o]
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hajjat ila wajhika absaruna / t@’ifatan ya ka‘bata I-husni
tamsahu khalan minka fi wajnatin / ka-lI-hajari l-aswadi fi r-rukni

Our gaze makes pilgrimage to your face,

3 Ibid.
% ibid., vol. 2, p. 82.
*7ibid., vol. 2, p. 82.
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O Ka'bah of beauty, and circumambulates,
Rubbing the birthmark on your cheek
as if it were the black stone in the corner.3®

Let us understand how this poem is connected to the one before it by elucidating
the poem’s system of imagery. The gaze of the admirers is likened to pilgrims
making the pilgrimage to Mecca, and like these same pilgrims the gaze is said to
be circumambulating. Yet rather than say that the gaze is circumambulating the
Kabah by use of a direct object, the poet employs apostrophe, “O Kabah of beau-
ty,” to draw maximum attention to the beloved, who is, of course, the idol around
which the gaze is performing the ritual circumambulation (tawaf).* Additionally,
the gaze is said to be brushing against the birthmark on the beloved’s cheek just
as human pilgrims rub their hands against the black stone embedded in a corner
of the Ka'bah.* This tactile gaze seeks the beloved out with all the intensity of a
religious experience. That pilgrims often also kissed the stone only increases the
delicacy of the comparison between religious talisman and the beloved’s adorned
cheek.* The reader familiar with the tropes associated with the naevi topos could
probably foresee the reference to the black stone, and would certainly have un-
derstood the allusion to the shooting stars of the preceding line; in the Islamic
tradition one of the popular explanations for the provenance of the black stone
(al-hajar al-aswad) was that it was something akin to a meteorite.** The traditional
account of the history of the black stone is as follows: when Ibrahim (Abraham)
was building the Ka’bah with his son Isma‘il (Ishmael) after the aborted sacrifice,
the angel Jibril (Gabriel) brought them the black stone, which had been stored in
Abtu Qubays, “the sacred mountain ... overlooking the Great Mosque [i.e., the site
of the Ka’bah] in Mecca,” for safekeeping during the flood. Ibrahim and his son
then built the stone into a corner (rukn) of the Ka‘bah structure.*

% See Annemarie Schimmel, As Through a Veil: Mystical Poetry in Islam (New York, 1982), 73 (cited
in Abahsain, “The Supra-Symbolic Moth,” 22 n). For a further example of the use of the beauty-
mark as a description of a pleasing architectural feature, see Giilrii Necipoglu, “The Dome of the
Rock as Palimpsest: ‘Abd al-Malik’s Grand Narrative and Sultan Stileyman’s Glosses,” Muqgarnas
25 (2008): 30 (with thanks to Stefan Tarnowski for the reference).

¥ See EI2, sv. “Tawaf” (by F. Buhl).

% See Encyclopedia of the Quran, syv. “Ka’ba” (by G. R. Hawting); EI2, sv. “Ka‘ba” (by A. J. Wen-
sinck, rev. J. Jomier). Cf. the concept of the “Gaze,” its permutations (from Lacan, Foucault, Mul-
vey, etc.), and debates surrounding it (e.g., Edward Snow, “Theorizing the Male Gaze: Some Prob-
lems,” Representations 25 [Winter 1989]: 30-41).

1 On kissing, touching, and prostrating toward the black stone, see Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah
al-Azraqi, Kitab Akhbar Makkah, Ser. Die Chroniken der Stadt Mekka, Bd. 1 (Leipzig, 1858), 233-35.
* See ibid., 218-24, 225-33.

# EI2, s.v. “Abt Kubays” (by U. Rubin); cf. ibid., s.v. “Ka’ba” (by A. J. Wensinck, rev. J. Jomier).
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The next poem in the sequence is linked to the poem preceding it but one,
thereby creating a retrospective thematic loop that sets the three poems off as
a subset. Let us examine how this sequence progresses. The three-line poem by
al-As‘ad ibn Balitah (d. 440/1048) begins by comparing the effect of the beloved’s
beauty to the intoxicating effects of wine: “Drunk after seeing him though I don’t
know / if it was because of his good looks or the wine?”** In the last line of the
poem, the naevi topos is taken up and here it is said that the birthmarks on
the beloved’s cheek are like “hours of separation on a night of coming together
(wisal).” This theme of union, or coming together (wisal), which is often a meta-
phor for sex (also spiritual union), serves as the punning core of the first line of
the next poem, the first of two naevi poems on a female beloved:*

[t o]
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fadaytu z@’iratan fi I-idi wasilatan
li-mustahamin bi-ha li-l-wasli muntaziri

1. I'd give my life for a visitor, come on the feast day to see
An adorer who longs for her arrival [or union with her, or sex]

The second line of the poem reintroduces the pilgrimage motif of the last poem
but one; a motif foreshadowed by the use of the word visitor (za’irah) in the first
line.

fa-lam yazal khadduha ruknan aludhu bi-ht
wa-I-khalu fi sahnihi yughni ‘ani l-hajari

2. Her cheek remains the corner I seek shelter in
And the birthmark on its surface obviates the need for any stone!

This last line makes several direct allusions to the hajj (pilgrimage) ritual that
demonstrate the extent to which, by manipulating situational terminology (a de-
vice called tarjih), Arab poets were able to eroticize otherwise non-erotic refer-
ences. When we take account of all the hajj allusions, the reading of the line
changes dramatically:

# Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:82.
“Poem by Kushajim (d. ca. 350/961), al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:83.
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Her cheek is the corner of the Ka‘bah (rukn) where I seek shelter /
and the birthmark in the courtyard [i.e., of the mosque] (sahn) obvi-
ates the need for the Black Stone (al-hajar).

The final poem in the sequence of naevi poems in this chapter of al-Nuwayri’s
encyclopedia is similarly linked to the one preceding it both by grammatical
femininity as well as a common semantic cluster. Where the previous two poems
were linked by words sharing the root w-s-, this final poem is linked to the one
immediately preceding by the root n-z-r. Where the lover of the previous poem
was waiting (muntazir), hopeful for union with the beloved, in this poem, the
same root is used to generate two words having to do with sight: nazir (looker)
and manzar (view; sight).

[ st o]
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wa-mahjubatin fi l-khidri ‘an kulli nazirin
wa-law barazat ma dalla bi-l-layli man yasri
bi-khalin bi-dhaka l-khaddi ahsana manzaran

mina n-nuqtati s-sawda’i fi wadahi l-badri*®

Protected from a peeper’s gaze, this woman in the women’s quarters;
If she were to appear, no night-traveler would go astray,

With a birthmark on her cheek, that is a more beautiful sight
Than even the black spot on the brightness of the full moon.

This poem takes up common tropes: the beloved’s face, gleaming like the moon,
illuminates the darkness and the mole on her cheek is compared to the spot on
the moon’s surface, some of which we have seen employed in other poems in
this chapter. What is most interesting about this poem and the entire sequence
of naevi poems in this chapter is the way in which the author—the anthologist—
strings these poems together. They are not simply a random assortment of poems
on a single topic.

* Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab, 2:83. The poem is by al-“Abbas ibn al-Ahnaf (d. ca. 192/808); see
also in Al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbub, 1:59 (discussed below) and in the poet’s Diwan (ed. Karam
Bustani [Beirut, 1385/1965], 161), where these lines are presented as vss. 3 and 5 of a six-line poem.
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This diagram represents the variation underlining a series of transitions in al-
NuwayrT’s short chapter on naevi verses

Of course, these poems are indeed poems on the common topic of naevi, or
else they would not have been included in this chapter at all, but the virtuosity
implicit in al-Nuwayri’s anthology is the way in which he (or some other as yet
unidentified anthologist from whom he borrowed) orchestrates his collection so
that the poems follow on from one another in a sequence that takes the reader
from one poem to the next.* In an article investigating “... what relations a prac-

“’In the introduction to Book Two of his anthology Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbub wa-al-Mashmim
wa-al-Mashrub, al-Sari al-Raffa’ says that this book consists of short poems (mugatta‘at al-shi‘r)
about the state of lovers ... interwoven [mutadakhilan ba‘duha fi ba‘d]. He adds that he did not di-
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ticed medieval reader noticed between parts of a text,” Andras Hamori ponders a
difficult question that we may never be able to answer with any certainty: “[t]he
modern reader is more or less trained to react to such patterns in a text, but the
rhetoric books do not tell us whether the medieval reader observed them.”* One
cannot know whether the medieval reader detected the patterns of arrangement
in al-Nuwayri’s chapter—a mini-anthology—which I have sketched here in detail;
Hamori is right that the sources are silent about this. One could even imagine
that al-Nuwayri did not himself realize that he was creating a structured, the-
matically cascading arrangement of poems in his chapter on naevi descriptions.
But because this technique is employed by other authors, as we will see below,
and because it stands to reason that “practiced medieval reader[s]” were infinitely
more sensitive to and aware of patterns of arrangement and intertextuality, I do
not think it likely that this is a case of arrangement by accident, or coincidence.
Whether every reader detected this pattern is a matter for debate, but it is clearly
discernible with only a modicum of concentrated attention and I personally doubt
that it went unnoticed by the audience of its day. The question is not whether me-
dieval readers were sufficiently aware of, or properly trained to look for, patterns
in poetic arrangements. The question is—having posited, as an axiom of antho-
logical reading, that these poetry collections were not simply collected but were
chosen with discretion, arranged with a literary eye, and presented to a literate
and sensitive audience—whether any reader could overlook a pattern so obvious.

In al-Sari al-Raffa”’s (d. ca. 972) Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbub wa-al-Mashmiim
wa-al-Mashrub, the anthologist includes a chapter on naevi in the first book of
four, the “Book of the Beloved” (kitab al-mahbub). Though three of the poems in
this chapter (nos. 2, 8, and 9) are included in al-NuwayrT’s chapter of some three
and a half centuries later, we cannot detect the same degree of orchestrated ar-
rangement in al-Sari al-Raffa”’s collection of eleven naevi poems. This should not
be taken to mean, however, that al-Sari al-Raffa’ compiled his collection without
any artistic vision or that he did not find occasion to employ variation in his ar-
rangement. The anthologist presents eleven epigrammatic poems—note that, as
in al-NuwayrT’s chapter, none of the poems (as cited) is longer than four lines—on
the naevi motif, detailing variations in descriptive (ekphrastic) representations
(wasf) of this hallmark of beauty. The first four poems in this chapter are not ar-
ranged by means of the same technique used by al-Nuwayri, but they do form a

vide this book into chapters because the object of this section is selection (or choice: al-mukhtar)
and that dividing things into chapters requires one to include material of lesser quality so as to
bulk up the size. Al-Sari al-Rafta’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbib wa-al-Mashmum wa-al-Mashrib,
ed. Misbah Ghalawanji and Majid Hasan al-Dhahabi (Damascus, 1986), 2:3.

% Andras Hamori, “Some Schemes of Reading in al-Marzuqi, al-Iskafi and Fahr al-Din al-Razi,”
in Studies in Medieval Arabic and Hebrew Poetics, 20.
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set. The set is made up of two poems of one line (poems 1 and 3) alternating with
two poems of three and two lines describing women with birthmarks. The one-
line poems, the first alternating subset, both hinge on the image of the beloved’s
ivory white cheek:

[Poem 1]*
A birthmark like a speck (nugtah) of copperas (zaj)
on a sheet of ivory.*

[Poem 3]
A birthmark as though it were a speck (nuqtah) of musk
shining against the whiteness of ivory.

These poems are very similar in their imagery, with the substitution of a speck
of musk for a speck of copperas in the second of the subset. The figure of the speck
is recapitulated in the poem that comes between these two one-liners: the second
poem in al-Sari al-Raffa’s chapter, which is an extended version of the last poem
included in al-Nuwayri’s chapter discussed above. The reader will recall that in
this poem the birthmark on the beloved’s cheek is said to be prettier than the
sight of the black spot on the brightness of the full moon; the word for “spot” in
this intercalary poem is the same as that translated as “speck” (nugtah) in the po-
ems on either side of it (Poems 1 and 3). The last poem in this set of four, in turn,
skips the imagery of the poem that immediately precedes it (Poem 3) to revive the
celestial motif from Poem 2:

[t o]
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kharajna khuruja l-anjumi z-zuhri fa-ltaqa

¥ Poem by Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kafi (al-Sari al-Raffa’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-
Mahbub, 1:59).

% Copperas is also known as green vitriol or iron sulphate. “1. A name given from early times
to the protosulphates of copper, iron, and zinc (distinguished as blue, green, and white copperas
respectively) ..., used in dyeing, tanning, and making ink.” Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “cop-
peras.” See also Martin Levey, Mediaeval Arabic Bookmaking and Its Relation to Early Chemistry
and Pharmacology, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, n.s., vol. 52, pt. 4 (Phila-
delphia, 1962), 16 n. See also in Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, where he explains that
al-zaj al-Traqi (Iraqi zaj) and zaj al-asakifah (cobblers’ [?] zaj) mean “yellow vitriol” or colcothar
(Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes [Leiden, 1881; repr. Beirut, 1991], s.v. “z-w-j.”)

' Poem by ‘Abd al-Malik ibn ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Harithi (al-Sari al-Rafta’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-
Mahbub, 1:60). On this poet see Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Tabaqat al-Shu‘ara’, facsimile edition, ed. Abbas
Eghbal (Cambridge, 1939, 130-32); ibid., ed. ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj (Cairo, 1956), 276-80.
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‘alayhinna minhunna l-malahatu wa-sh-shikli
wa-khalun ka-khali I-badri fi wajhi mithlihi
lagina I-muna fihi fa-hajazana I-badhlu™

[The women] set out like shining stars from which
they took their beauty and their coquetry,

and a birthmark (like that of the full moon) on a face like it
was where we found what we desired so we refrained from
making gifts (?).”

Here, as in Poem 2 above, the beloved’s birthmark is likened to a spot on the
moon’s surface; here the poet says figuratively “the birthmark of the full moon”
(ka-khal al-badr). But this poem also expands this celestial motif by comparing
the group of beautiful women to brightly shining stars. The reader is asked to re-
member this pattern of alternating subsets—specks of contrasting color on sheets
of expensive material and lunar simile—because al-Sari al-Raffa’ will return to it
again at the end of his chapter on naevi descriptions.

The next two poems in this chapter (Poems 5 and 6) are about male youths,
whereas Poems 2 and 4 (discussed above) are about females. The similarities with
the imagery that has come before is apparent. In Poem 5, the beloved is described
almost as if he were a doll whose beauty is literally handcrafted.** The birthmark
on his cheek is as though it had been painted there intentionally and his skin
is so soft it is as if God has “given him a coat of pearl for skin (albasahu qushura
d-durri jilda).” The last line of the poem links it implicitly with the poem that fol-
lows, which in turn associates it with Poem 2 above: “And on his cheeks you’ll see
/ no matter when you come, a rose.” Keeping this rosy-cheeked boy in the front of
our minds, let us consider the proposed connection with the poem that follows.
The next poem (Poem 6) is also on a youth; one “cutely coquettish with nice eyes
/ a marvel like his creator” with two jet-black temple curls over his cheeks.* In
the third line of this four-line poem, the poet describes the beloved’s birthmark
as “cutting the heart of one who loves him (yugqatti‘u galba man ‘ashiqah)” and it
is this image of “cutting” that links the two poems. In the second line of Poem 2
(omitted from al-Nuwayri’s version of the poem) the beloved’s birthmark is said

2 Poem by Muslim ibn al-Walid (d. 208/823), known as Sari‘ al-Ghawani (al-Sari al-Raffa’, Kitab
al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbub, 1:60-61). In al-Sari al-Raffa’s anthology, the 2nd hemistich of the 2nd
line begins “lagitu,” but T have adopted the reading of the poet’s Diwan and other sources as cited
in the textual apparatus.

% The concluding phrase “fa-hajazana I-badhli” is highly unclear; the translation offered here is
a guess.

*Poem by Dik al-Jinn (d. 235 or 236/849-51) (al-Sari al-Raffa’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbuib, 1:61).
> Poem by Kushajim (d. ca. 350/961) (al-Sari al-Rafta’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbuib,1:61-62).
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to be cutting as well: “The beauty of the birthmark on her cheek cuts my heart;
/ if she were to unveil it, it would [positively] resound with magic (tanaghghama
bi-s-sihri)” We can see how common metaphors serve to connect poems in these
sequences, yet just as common metaphors and figures are repeated in these se-
quences, they are also implied. These implied figures also serve to connect poems
in a sequence. Let us return to the rose on the youth’s cheek; this is a common
enough image in erotic poetry.*® But the rose on the beloved’s cheek is not always
a mere rose; it can also be a freshly cut rose, as in the following hemistich: “His
cheeks like roses freshly cut” (wa-khududuhu ka-l-wardi hina qata‘tuhu).”” And we
can see the same imagery in the following line from a poem, which appears else-
where in al-Sari al-Raffa”’s anthology:

lahu wardun ‘ala l-wajna/~ti mamnii‘un mina l-qatfi >

He’s got a rose on his cheek
That’s forbidden to pluck.

The connection between roses and cutting is not made explicit but it certainly
does seem plausible that there is an allusion to an imagined correlation that both
of these poems conjure up. The figure of cutting plants may also tie into the idea
of the hima (sanctuary) and its injunctions. In any case whether or not the cutting
birthmark reminds the reader of cut roses, the arrangement of these two poems
can be explained more simply: they are both on male youths, whereas Poems 2
and 4, which are grouped together, are both on women.

The next two poems (Poems 7 and 8) both compare parts of the beloved’s body
to precious materials. In Poem 7, the beloved’s curls are made of jet, his [or her]
brow is made of pearl, the birthmark on his [or her] cheek is a “flower of musk on
moist earth.” In Poem 8, it is the birthmark that is compared to jet, after having
been said to resemble the black spot of the heart, set in a cheek of pearl. The final
three poems (Poems 9, 10, and 11) form a series and seem again to be linked—
like the other groupings we have considered—by shared imagery or paronoma-

Tt crops up several times in the chapter following the chapter on [descriptions of] naevi in
al-Sari al-Raffa”’s anthology, the chapter on cheeks (fi al-khudid); see 1:66, Poems 94 and 95;1:68,
Poem 98; 1:70, Poems 102 and 103; 1:70-71, Poem 104; 1:73, Poems 108 and 110; 1:74, Poem 111; and
1:74-75, Poem 113. See also further examples in the chapter after this one, “on [descriptions of]
cheeks (wajanat).”

57 'This line is from a poem by the unknown author of “Khadim al-Zurafa’ wa-Nadim al-Lutafa’,”
a seventeenth-century anthology preserved in the Bodleian Library (Oxford) MS Huntington
508, fol. 40a.

® Poem by Khalid al-Katib (d. ca. 269/883) (al-Sari al-Raffa’, Kitab al-Muhibb wa-al-Mahbub, 1:81,
Poem 127). See also in the supplement (dhayl) in Amour divin et amour profane dans I'Islam
médiéval: A travers le Diwan de Khalid Al-Katib, ed. Albert Arazi (Paris, 1990), 258, Poem 49.
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sia. Poem 9 is also included in al-NuwayrT’s text; it is the poem about the female
visitor which draws upon pilgrimage imagery (see above). As we have seen, this
poem includes a comparison of the beloved’s birthmark to the black stone (hajar)
of the Ka’bah. The root h-j-r appears to link this poem with the first line of the
next poem (Poem 10) in the sequence:

[oslalt o]
o Sy e T L
AL SR LRl T Sy

aghannu rabibu r-rabrabi l-ghidi wa-l-maha
bi-muglati wahshiyyi I-mahajiri ad‘aji

One from the gazelle flock: gentle-voiced, supple-necked, and well-raised,
alongside a wild cow with the big, black eyes of one feral.

And if it is hajar (the stone) in the preceding poem that leads to mahdajir (eyes) in
the next, it is then the second and final verse of this poem that introduces us to
the concluding movement of the chapter:

lahu wajanatun nuktatu I-khali wastaha
ka-nugqtati zajin f1 safihati zibriji

Upon his cheeks, the spot of a birthmark in the middle
is like a speck of copperas on a sheet of gold

The reader will recall the way this chapter began: with an alternating series
of poems on specks of contrasting color on surfaces of expensive material and
poems involving lunar similes. Thus we see that this—the final line of the pen-
ultimate poem—recalls the movement that began the chapter. Even readers who
do not know Arabic can appreciate the paronomasia in the pair nuktah (spot) and
nugqtah (speck) in this line and how it recalls the word that featured prominently
in Poems 1 and 3, nugtah. Technically, this feature of Arabic rhetoric is known as
“al-jinas al-mudari® or, to use Pierre Cachia’s expression, “Variant Paronomasia,”
in which the “matching terms” differ by one letter, representing a phoneme from
the same, or a proximate, area of articulation as the phoneme it replaces (i.e., here
kafand gafboth represent velar sounds).” Likewise, the surface (i.e., the beloved’s
cheek), which in the opening poem was “a sheet of ivory” (safihat Gj) is described

 See Pierre Cachia, The Arch Rhetorician Or The Schemer’s Skimmer: A Handbook of Late Arabic
Badi® Drawn from Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi’s Nafahat al-Azhar ‘ala Nasamat al-Ashar (Wies-
baden, 1998), no. 42. Strictly speaking, the kafis postpalatal and the gafis uvulovelar; see further
EI2, svv. “kaf” and “kaf” (both by H. Fleisch).
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here as “a sheet of gold” (safthat zibrij) and as in Poem 3 the birthmark is likened
to “a speck of copperas” (zaj). These similarities and final-syllable dz-sounds make
the connection between the end of the chapter and its beginning unmistakable.
And if it were not already sufficiently clear, this poem is followed by a one-liner,
the last poem of the chapter, which—mirroring the alternating sets at the begin-
ning of the chapter—includes a lunar simile, along with a whole host of velar
plosives:

[j’-:““.j‘ u"]
{;fsjpjjié;s’;iﬁk f‘f.usf/ .,UJ&J\:- LA

ya husna khalin bi-khaddin qad kaliftu biht

ka-annahu kawkabun qad luzza bi-l-qamari

O beauteous mole on a cheek I've fallen in love with
It’s as though a star has been stuck on to the moon.

This moon image—following on from the verse about a drop on a sheet of gold,
which rhymes in jim—brings the reader back to the beginning, giving this chap-
ter of naevi verses a certain symmetry.

What is notable about the thematic progression and style of arrangement we
find in the anthologies composed by al-Nuwayri and al-Sari al-Raffa’ is that the
anthologists fashioned a structured, literary order out of a well-known corpus of
images and tropes. Anthologists always demonstrated their erudition through
selection and commentary—the conventional standard by which anthologies are
judged—but the dimension of arrangement is yet another technique of composi-
tion inherent in curatorial production. By employing the technique of variation
in selecting and arranging epigrammatic poems on one narrowly defined poetic
topic, anthologists could weave together an entirely different reading experience
than one in which the poems are arranged more explicitly. By shedding light on
this technique of variation in the arrangement of poetic collections, I hope to
have shone a light on the literary potential lurking in many poetic collections
once believed to have been put together “at random.”
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