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Arabic Erotic Verses from the 8th Century: A Fragment from Dhu |-
Rummah’s Ba’iyyah with Commentary

by Geert Jan van Gelder

Most of the documents of the so-called Bamiyan Papers, also known as the “Afghan Geniza”, are in Persian and the texts
are not literary. The fragment that is discussed here is uncharacteristic on both counts: it is in Arabic and part of Arabic

literature. Since the provenance of the collection is shrouded in uncertainties, it is not clear if the fragment was originally
part of its main body.!

The fragment, one folio, preserved in the National Library of Israel with the incongruous classmark NLI, Ms. Heb.
8333.192 (it is not a Hebrew manuscript), contains verses of a famous Arabic gasida (long poem in monorhyme) by Dhu |-
Rummah, with commentary (sharh) by an unknown author. The text, thirteen lines on each side, seems to be written on
paper and the partly vowelled script looks old, at least to me (not a specialist in early Arabic palaeography).

https://invisibleeast.web.ox.ac.uk/article/document-month-625-she-smells-fragrant-nose#collapse5365871

1/13


https://www.invisible-east.org/corpus/1284/
https://www.invisible-east.org/corpus/1284/
https://invisibleeast.web.ox.ac.uk/

1/8/26, 11:44 AM Document of the Month 6/25: “She Smells with a Fragrant Nose" | Invisible East

Fig. 1: NLI, Ms. Heb. 8333.192, recto. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Israel. “Ktiv” Project.

The poet and his poem

Ghaylan ibn “Ugbah, known as Dhul-Rummah (d. 117/735-6), is one of the great poets of the Umayyad period, often called
the last major Bedouin poet. Several explanations are given of his nickname, “The One with the Frayed Rope” (perhaps
after a charm he wore, or because he used the word rummah “frayed rope” in a poem). The poet and critic Salma K.
Jayyusi calls him “artistically the most important poet of his age and undoubtedly one of the greatest poets of the Arabic
language”.2 The poem quoted on the fragment is known as “Dha I-Rummah’s Ba’iyyah” (“poem with rhyme consonant B”),
even though he composed several other poems on this rhyme consonant. It is a long poem by the standards of his age,
126 or 131 verses (depending on the recension) in basit metre, each verse having 28 syllables and rhyming in -bu. The

poem is not addressed to any caliph or any other patron; it deals with love and the desert. Dhi I-Rummah must have
thought highly of it himself: it is said that he kept working on it, adding verses until his death,2 which could explain its
length. It opens the Diwan (his collected poetry) in the editions by C. H. H. Macartney and by ‘Abd al-Quddis Aba Salih2

The verses
The recto side of the fragment (Figure 1) contains two verses (verses 16-17, ed. Macartney, p. 4, ed. Abu Salih, pp. 30-31);

they are the lines that stick out at the right and left margins. In addition to the commentary on these verses the fragment
also contains part of the commentary on the preceding verse. Here are the two verses (recto, lines 3 and 7, Figure 2):
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Idha akhd ladhdhati I-dunya tabattanaha | wa-I-baytu fawgahuma bi-I-layli muhtajibu

Safat bi-tayyibati I- ‘irnini marinuha | bi-I-miski wa-I-‘anbari I-hindiyyi mukhtadibu

Fig. 2: Detail of NLI, Ms. Heb. 8333.192, recto, showing lines 3 and 7, verses 16-17. Reproduced with the permission of the
National Library of Israel. “Ktiv” Project.

For those interested in poetic metres (there are some people who are): the metre, called al-basit, can be schematically
represented as XXSL XSL LLSL SSL | XXSL XSL LLSL SSL, where S stands for a short syllable, L for a long one, and X for a
short or a long syllable. A short syllable ends in a short vowel (e.g. ta, bi) and a long syllable ends either in a long vowel
(ha, bu) or in a consonant (dun, mis). Since a verse may not end in a short vowel, such a vowel in the rhyme is
automatically lengthened, even if not written as long in Arabic script. This is reflected in the above transcription:
muhtajibu, mukhtadibd.

The poem may be celebrated but | don’t know of any published complete translation into a modern western language.
The lack of modern translations and studies of the poem as a whole may be due to its length, to its difficulty (Dhul-
Rummah’s poetry is a treasure trove for lexicologists), and perhaps to the absence of what many modern Arabists expect
from a gasida, believing it should properly have a final section in praise of the poet’s tribe, or of a patron, perhaps
combined with invective. There is a slim doctoral thesis (forty pages) on the poem by Rudolf Smend, De Dsu r-Rumma
poeta arabico et carmine eius «Swi ¢ Wl gia elie Ju W commentatio (Bonn, 1874), which offers a short introduction, an
edition, a Latin translation, and minimal annotation. The title contains the opening hemistich of the poem (ma balu
‘aynika minha I-ma’u yansakibd), with which the poet addresses himself: “How come your eyes are pouring out water?”.
Poets very often open their poems tearfully speaking of past love. In the present poem, the poet first describes the desert
dwelling where his beloved, Mayyah (frequently mentioned in his poems), once stayed. From verse 11 onward he describes
her: her bright and spotless face, her figure with slender waist and well-formed backside. The two verses in our fragment
are part of this section. Here is Smend’s Latin translation (p. 7), followed by mine:

16 Si frater deliciarum huius mundi ea intime utebatur et tentorium super ambos nocte velatum erat,

17 odorabatur (nasu), cuius radix fragrabat, cuius partes molles musco et ambaro Indico tinctae erant.
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16 When a man familiar with this world’s delight lies belly-to-belly with her,
and the tent above the two is veiled by the night,
17 She smells with a fragrant nose, the soft tip of which

is tinged with musk and Indian ambergris.

The verb tabattanais sometimes explained as “using as bitanah, i.e., the lining of a piece of clothing”, meaning “to lie on
top of”. But deriving it directly from batn, “belly” is also possible, and | prefer it. The verb is already used in a poem by the
famous pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays: Ka-anniya (..) lam atabattan ka‘iban dhata khalkhali, “As if 1 (..) have never lain
belly-to-belly with a firm-breasted, anklet-wearing young woman!”.2 Smend’s Latin is rather chaste, but Lane’s Lexicon,
quoting medieval Arabic lexicons, is more explicit, although he too has recourse to Latin (parentheses in square brackets
are mine): “He made his ¢k [batn, “belly”] to be in contact with that of a girl, skin to skin (..) or inivit puellam; i.e. s 83 ’é}i
& [he inserted his penis into her].”

In verse 17 one would perhaps expect the poet’s persona to do the smelling, but in the Arabic it is the woman; of
course, it is in fact the poet-lover who enjoys her fragrance. It is a nosy verse, because ‘irnin means in fact “the bridge, or
upper part, of the nose” and sometimes “the whole nose”, and marin means “the soft parts”. It is therefore quoted in a
chapter on noses in an anthology by the poet al-Sari al-Raffa’ (d. ca. 362/972).8

The Arabic commentary

Parts of the text of the commentary on these two verses (recto, lines 4-6, 8-11) are difficult to read, as a result of corrosion
or general wear and tear, and | shall not give a transcription. The commentator simply glosses the more unusual words:
“safat: she smells”; “al-‘irnin : the bridge of the nose, or the whole nose”, “al-marin : the nose below the bridge”, etc. As far
as | can see, it is not identical with the commentary by Abu Nasr Ahmad ibn Hatim al-Bahili (d. 231/846), given in Abu
Salily’s edition of the Diwan. As Fuat Sezgin says, there are many commentaries on this gasida,’ and this very short
fragment is probably either part of one such commentary or part of a commentary on the whole Diwan, on which there

are also many commentaries.

On recto, lines 1-2 a few words are readable of the commentary on the preceding verse (which is not on the fragment):
al-qurt (“eardrops”); fawilat al- unug (“long-necked”), gasir al-‘unuq (“short-necked”). These expressions cannot be
connected with verse 15 in the standard editions; they belong to verse 21, which mentions Mayyah'’s eardrops, alluding to
her long and shapely neck. Clearly, it is another recension; and indeed in the version in the 10th-century
collection Jamharat ash‘ar al-‘Arab by Abu Zayd al-Qurashi? this “neck verse” immediately precedes verses 16-17
discussed above.
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Fig. 3: NLI, Ms. Heb. 8333.192, verso. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Israel. “Ktiv” Project.

The verso side (Figure 3) contains part of the commentary on verse 24 of the Diwan as edited by Abu Salih (p. 38),
which is verse 29 of Macartney’s edition (p. 7). In the two preceding verses the poet thinks of the girl he fell in love with
and “the nights of pleasure (/ayaliya I-lahwi)” he had; then he says this verse, itself not on the fragment:

CalhVaa) 5 U AL Y5 100 Baa WG AR Sl Y

la ahsabu I-dahra yubli jiddatan abadan | wa-la tagassamu sha‘'ban wahidan shu‘abu

Smend'’s translation (p. 9), followed by mine:
quum non putarem tempus unquam novitatem triturum esse, neque unam gentem divisuras esse factiones.
| had not thought that Time would ever wear out any cloth that once was new,

and that the gathered single tribe would split up in clans.
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The commentary, edited below, is partly identical with that in Abu Salih’s edition (p. 39). Because there is much that |
am unable to read in this commentary | shall not venture to translate it in full. It opens with: “With his words ‘I had not
thought that Time would ever wear out any cloth that once was new’ he says: | had not thought that a human being
would grow old and decrepit or that a piece of clothing would wear out; | used to believe, in my naivety (min ghirrati, that
everything would stay new” (lines 1-3). All of the following is about the second hemistich, which employs the cognate
words sha‘b (“large tribe, confederacy of tribes, people”) and shu‘ab, explained as “(separate) tribes or clans” or
“branches” (line 3). As Ahmad ibn Hatim al-Bahili says in his commentary (given in Abu Salih’s edition), the poet refers to
the seasonal movement of clans of a tribe which gather at the time of herbage (al-rabi*) and then disperse again; a
phenomenon that gave rise to the innumerable departure scenes in Bedouin-style poems, as alluded to above, with the
sad poet-lover lamenting his beloved’s absence. Interestingly, the unknown commentator seems to mention the places to
which such clans may go: to Hulwan (on the border of Iraq and Iran, at a pass in the Zagros mountains, line 9), to Basra, or
to Kufa (line 10), which are not the usual Arabian locations where tribes and clans might go. Dhu [-Rummah was active in
Basra and Kufa, but it is very doubtful that Hulwan played any part in his life; he does not mention it in his poetry. His own
tribe, ‘Adi, was based in Central Arabia. As Régis Blachére writes, “There is every reason to think that during his life he
remained in close contact with his tribal group in Central Arabia”.!° It looks as if the commentator also mentions Baghdad
(line 11), which was founded some three decades after the poet’s death. That Dhu I-Rummah’s poetry travelled much
further afield than he himself is strikingly proved by this fragment found in Afghanistan.

Arabic poetry in the Persianate world

One may wonder why this Arabic poem, or part of it at least, ended up in a country where Arabic is not a spoken everyday
language. But it is not strange, because Arabic was used there as a literary language for centuries. Arabic literary
anthologies from the 11th century such as the famous Yatimat al-dahr by al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/1039) and Dumyat al-qasr by
al-Bakharzi (d. 467/1075) include Arabic poets from Ghazna, Balkh, or Taligan, all in present-day Afghanistan. More than a
century later, ‘Imad al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 597/1201) has sections on Arabic poets from Balkh and Ghazna in his large
anthology, Kharidat al-qgasr." Poets and literati were of course familiar with the classics of former ages, such as Dh |-
Rummah’s Ba’iyyah.

Notes

'For a survey of the collection, see Haim, “What is the ‘Afghan Geniza?”.

2Jayyusi, “Umayyad Poetry”, 427. See on him also e.q. Sezgin, Geschichte, |1, 394-397 (addendum in vol. IX, 283), and van
Gelder, “Dhu al-Rummah”. Abbott, “Verses from an Ode of Dhu al-Rummah” deals with two joined folios on papyrus with
verses from another poem.

3Al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, xviii, 23.

4Dha I-Rummah, Diwan (Macartney, 1-35, Aba Salih, 9-136).

°See e.g. al-Batalyawsi, Sharh al-ash‘ar al-sittah al-jahiliyyah, i, 78.

5Al-Raffa’, al-Muhibb wa-I-mahbab wa-I-mashmim wa-I-mashrib (Lover, Beloved, What is Smelled, and What is Drunk), i,
209.

Sezgin, Geschichte, ii, 397, ix, 283, listing manuscripts in Istanbul, Ankara, Cairo, Jerusalem, Bankipore, Berlin, Tehran.
8Sezgin, Geschichte, ii, 396, ix, 283, again listing numerous manuscripts.
°Al-Qurashi, Jamharat ash'ar al-'Arab, 749. This anthology has seven sections, each section containing seven famous

poems, beginning with the pre-Islamic Mu‘allagat. Dhu I-Rummah’s poem is found in the last section, together with other
Umayyad poets such as Jarir, al-Farazdagq, and al-Akhtal. The order of the verses, compared with the numbering of Diwan
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editions, is 1-6, 9, 7-8, 10, 13-14, 11-12, 19-20, 15, 18, 21, 16-17, 22 etc., showing, incidentally, that many individual verses or
small groups of verses are easily lifted from their context in early Arabic poetry.

OBlachére, “Dhl ’I-Rumma”, and see also his Histoire de la littérature arabe, liii,] 534.

™Imad al-Din al-Isfahani, Kharidat al-qgasr, Qism fi dhikr fudala’ ahl Khurasan wa-Harat, 108-119, 130-158.

— Hide All

Transcription

NLI, Ms. Heb. 8333.192=4, verso. lllegible characters are represented by series of dots. Transcription by Geert Jan van

Gelder.
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