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Beauty reveals its glamour in two things:

a line of poetrfbayt al-shi‘r)and a tent of futbayt al-sha'r)
(Cited by al-Nibulug in Hullat al-Dhahab al-Ibiz.., 61)*

Literature and L andscape
In al-Mugtatf min Azhir al-Turaf (A Collection of the Flowers of Raritieghirteenth-
century Andalusian scholar Ibn $&hal-Andalus (d. 685/1286) relates his delightful
encounter with the Aygbid Prince al-Nsir, son of &lah al-Din, in Aleppo during his trip to
the East. Ibn Sad had moved to Aleppo after a long journey from*“tiad of habitation” in
the Westdhayl al-ma‘nar, as he puts it, to the “chest of the Easadr al-mashriq where he
interacted with leading literary scholars in vasawuntries and consulted the holdings of
thirty-six libraries in Baghda@lln 644/1246 while in Egypt, he met and becamenétiwith
the renowned scholar lbn al-‘Ad (d. 660/1262), who was there on a mission asaaFN
envoy, and who later introduced the young, bright] witty poet to al-Rsir's court. After
joining the Princely court in Aleppo, lIbn Sa@‘shared with al-Bsr his rare collection of
literary jewels, which the Prince greatly appresiatAl-Nagr enjoyed the company of his
entertaining guest and spent many sessions with him

On one occasion, after a long learned exchangeakitasir and upon the latter’s
advice, Ibn Sad decided to compile his refined collection of pget a small book,
abridging a larger one he had titBdwasim al-Khama'il wa Nawasim al-Ag’il (The
Gardens’ Smiles and the Evenings’ Breez&kg large book contained, Ibn Bhwrites, “all
the flowers | had collected, and all the subtitlaad come across.In the introduction to the
abridged version, Ibn Sa' explained how he restructured his smaller botk ‘ffour fugil

(‘chapters’, also ‘seasons’), as the seasons ofg¢he and in each chapter there are three



khan@'il (‘densely planted gardens’, skhanila), as the number of months in each season.
These are contained in three books, one for klhahila; and eaclkhanila contains four
layers, except for those contained in the lastse#sHe then went on expounding the
analogical basis of the book’s layout and showiog it was modelled on an imaginative
conception of a delightful garden, characteriseddayse plantations, shades, flowers, water,
and cool breezes. “The first chaptid, ‘season’),” he writes, “is on the best flowers of
prose... it contains three dense gard@gham’il) as though they were removed from the
land of Babel.” The stories contained in the third chapter, hesatitte in the likeness of

roses among the flowers of a lush landsdapeawda al-nadra).”®

As for the poems
contained in the fourth chapter, he further ex@aithey mimic the splendour of rosy
checks.” Ibn Safd concluded his introduction, saying that “whendb#ection reached a
state of completion, as the completeness of arghiiill moon, and it gently swayed, as the
sawing of a branch with its leaves, it was therught into existence and | callechit
Mugtagf min Azhir al-Turaf.”®

Al-Andalus, the native land of Ibn Sd, was known for its exquisite gardens and
beautiful landscape poetry, and the visiting sahedéemed keen to deliver with his collection
of fine literary samples a taste of the Andalusiatural beauties. Yet, while the imaginative
conception of his book and its detailed layouthi@ ftorm of carefully organised and layered
gardens is indeed unique, the preoccupation wittlegaimageries forms a recognisable trend
in Arabic literature. This is evident in a wide genof book titles, such as, among numerous
others, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s book on the psyobwp and morality of lovdRawdat al-
Muhibin wa Nuzhat al-Mushtjin (The Garden of Lovers and the Stroll of Longing ©nidn
al-Badf’s urban history bookuzaht al-Aam f Mahasin al-Stam (People’s Stroll in the
Beauties of Damascys)l-Muhibbi’s biographical dictionarjNafhat al-Raylana (The Basel’s
Fragrance) and al-Nibulug’s book on rhetoridNafahit al-Azhir ‘al @ Nasanat al-Ashir (The
Flowers’ Fragrances on the Evening Breezed)ich was a commentary on an earlier poem
he wrote in praise of the Prophet Muhammad tiNedanat al-Ashir fr Madhal-Nakr al-
Mukhtr (The Evening Breezes in Praising the Chosen Progiguich titles reveal an
inclination towards garden-based poetics and reptations of landscape experiences
regardless of the contents they describe, whicherofien than not, had little or nothing to do
with gardens and landscape. On the other handsdid’s and many such collection of
poetry reveal acute landscape consciousness atisckme aesthetics predicated on a
sophisticated socio-urban culture of entertainnaeck recreation. The sixihanila in Ibn

Sa‘d’s book, for example, contains samples from variclassical sources of fine poems



concerned with “gardens, rivers, leisure, and iaiax,” as well as open landscape and places
of recreation(mutanazaht).'® Ibn al-BadF's Nuzhat al-Adm contains a great deal more of
such poetic references, showing the intertwineatigrship between literature, landscape,

and the culture of leisure and entertainment irutthan life of Arab-Islamic citiet:

The Wine of Babel
Perhaps nothing testify more to the continuityhes$ tradition than ‘Abd al-Gharal-
Nabulug’s anthology of poemkhamrat Bibel wa Ghi@’ al-Balabel (The Wine of Bbel and
the Singing of Nightingalesyvhich shows that such rhymed titles are ofterresgive of an
aesthetic sensibility and poetic imagination anetan a great passion for and personal
engagements with landscalgeAbd al-Ghait's poetic sensibility towards landscape can be
traced in several of his works, the most importdmwhich for us here iKhamrat Bibel as
well as his four travel memoirs. The anthology oéms sheds light on the nature of
engagement with, and representations of, urbarstape, while his travel memoirs give
insights into the poetics of rural and pastoratiErape. The former also shed light on the
nature of urban life in Damascus and the socioi@pattactices that used to take place in sites
of leisure and entertainment. These sources coatkirge collection of poems that deserve
an extended study; however, only the anthology vélexamined here.

Khamrat Bibel shows, among other things, that in the early mogeriod
(seventeenth and eighteen century), there exist®dimascus a vibrant secular urban space
dedicated to leisure, recreation, and entertainnidm social elite—members of notable
families, government officials, eminent scholars-thgaed regularly in the city’s private and
public gardens for recreation and social interactithe main form of entertainment was
spontaneous yet sophisticated poetic exchangesrdiog to the records of some of these
gatherings, women were absent. In these men-oniggs) the absence of women was
compensated by the amatory elegies and love ptiettyften mapped the feminine virtues of
the beloved over the landscape. The appreciatioatofre’s beauty was thus mediated by
poetic imagery celebrating femininity and revealingn’s effeminate languishing character
that was often concealed in the presence of wdhBeferences to colour, texture, smell, and
sound in evocative verbal images reflected the Basm@es’ aesthetic sensibility and revealed
their attitude toward urban Iandscéfjm a context where visual depiction of landscape i
absent, verbal depiction becomes the main medivexmfession. The nature and function of
verbal rendering in the aural space of the wordegumes an expressive alternative to the

graphic rendering in the visual space of the imegye/as the case in Europe.



In Khamrat Bibel, the poetic exchanges took place in specific mhtumd designed
visual fields that are identified by three Aralecrhs:bustin, hadiga, andrawda. Ibn Said
termkhamla was not common in the Damascene context. Withittteeinformation
available on the garden history of Damascus anatgré&yria (Bidd al-Stam), it is difficult
to identify the different formal characteristickany, that each term designates. Here, |
loosely refer to these fields as “gardens,” “larage’ and “places of recreation.” While
bustin andhadiga are often used interchangeably, generallistin tends to refer more to
open sites designated for agricultural purposegredshagida refers more to enclosures
designated for aesthetic purpodeawd remains a vague term that can refer to both, ds we
as to undesigned natural settingadiga is the only term with visual connotations, as it
shares witthadaga “iris,” the same root, of whichaddagameans to “stare” at, fix one’s
“gaze” on, and “encircle” somethirtglt is difficult to ascertain whether the original
association between the eye and the garden wad bagerm or function. The etymology of
the term, however, suggests that it was basedram fince dhadiqda, like an iris was

depicted as a planted circular enclosure conspaiyalelineated from its arid surrountfs.

Picturing Urban L andscape

Since landscape painting was not as commonly geatin the Arab-Islamic world as in
Europe, poetry remained the main medium for pintythe landscape. Poetic representations,
however, can be thought of in terms of “pictoriatoric” that plays on the dialectical
relationship between vision and textuality andabmparability of the visual and textual
depiction or imitation of the sensory world. WhdkNabulusi’s representations ihamrat
Babel are purely textual, his poetic depictions can B&lanalysed in visual terms as “textual
images” or “pictorial rhetoric.” As Melville and Reings explains: “Poetry aims to paint a
world upon the mind’s eye, just as painting seelsrésent the mute objects of the world in a
framework that will make them speak. The comparability between visual and textual
depictions enables us to see not only similartiigsalso differences. Seen as a “speaking
picture,” a poem, still functions more as a “rhetalexemplum,” addressing the memory
rather than the subjective consciousness. Itsifjuhgages the imagination more actively
while inviting one to participate in the temporafoiding of the description. The frame of
viewing, the “window,” is not spatially defined, @the viewer is not immobilised. An image
reveals all at once: it is oriented towardsitigtant and hence itsistantaneousnode of
revealing. By contrast, a poem reveals over titnis:ariented towardsarrative, and hence

its sequentiaimode of revealing. Poetic imageries, though mioiid than graphic imagery,



were nonetheless governed by the decorum of gariegms of representational techniques
and aesthetic conventions. They were also expeeséilocalised varied experiences. While
romantic representation of nature has always bewaia theme in Arabic poetry, those
concerned with the beauties of Damascus, for exanapld those by ‘Abd al-Ghaim
particular, have a specific flavour expressivehef desthetic attitude of the Damascenes

toward their own landscape.

The Presence of the Beloved

Poetic appreciation and representation of landsbapaties were often mediated by love and
longing for the beloved. This is as evident in &aiid’s collection as itis in ‘Abd al-Ghas
anthology, a trend that became more prominentdretirly modern periof. The desired yet
unreachable imaginary beloved, with beautiful egted seductive glances, with slender body
and delicate stature, who rejoices in ambivaleand,who is often portrayed in a masculine
gender, are common themes in Arabic landscapeypdetal-Mugta@f, Ibn Said quotes the
thirteenth-century Damascene poej dl-Din and al-&rhad (also al-&rkhavi), describing

his passion:

Be attentive, in the breeze’s folds there are ngessa
and lean over, for the Ban trees at the foothdllaaning over.
They leaned over only to seek questions, whileiwithem
a desire to speak about love, so converse with ted ask questions.
And convey secretly my love to the breeze, because
it is my rival when | am excited by the nightingsl
My guestion would be a consolation to the breeze,

while my tears for the way stations are flowisgi(, also “questioning”}’

Preoccupation with the beloved is also a goverttiegne of the genre that features
prominently in ‘Abd al-Ghars Khamrat Bibel. In fact, the first half of the anthology, most
likely written by the youthful ‘Abd al-Ghanis dominated by such amatory elegies and love

poetry. Some of the poems were event or contexte®) yet others were not. He wrote:

The passionate lovers’ eyelids are tired of youeJo
continuously, with much grief, are tearful.

A body, the sickness nearly effaced all of its diees,



so the events of its suffering can be seen osidess.
Easy, O you, who has exceeded the limit in antipath

dispassionately leaving my heart while it is eatiyeattached”

In this frame of representation, femininity—sulaled ideal—always remains intangible. It
hovers as a mysterious quality created solelyHersuffering of passionate men, who seem
unable to unite with the objects of their burnirggides. The intangible yet highly desirable
femininity renders her qualities ethereal and detddrom the embodied reality, thereby
allowing the poet to map them over his immediatects of engagement. Kkhamrat Bibel,
the objects of engagement were, of course, elenoétitie landscape. The Sufis excelled in
this technique, especially in mapping feminine gies over divinity. Ibn ‘Arald's Tarjuman
al-Ashwiq is one of the finest examples of this gefirAs a passionate admirer and defender
of Ibn ‘Arabi, ‘Abd al-Ghan was deeply influenced by the great master, yistihportant to
note here that ikhamrat Bibel he was certainly not following in the master’st&ieps. The
engrossing sensuality of ‘Abd al-Ghanpoetry was explicitly and unashamedly dedicated
earthly pleasure. His mystical poems were delileéyatompiled in a separate antholdGy.
Within the governing decorum of the genre therecaitturally-coded associations
between elements of nature and elements of fertyrtimat are expressive of the Damascene
taste. For example, Damascus was famous for iteoas. Picturing the redness of the rose
as mimicking the colour of the beloved’s cheeks ommon theme in ‘Abd al-Ghas

imageries:

To my eyes was revealed a rose on a branch,
red, like the cheek of my passionate lover.
Its whiteness in the middle of its redness hawa gl

like a crescent moon of pearls in a sky of caamaif®

Another recurrent image depicts the subtle swagirg branch by a gentle breeze as
mimicking the delicate and seductive swaying oflibloved’s body. In the following lines
‘Abd al-Ghan adds to the natural aesthetics of the femininey Itloel likeness of the hip’s

curvature to the shape of a dune, and the blaclofebe hair to the darkness of the night:

He visited me as the night was pulling its tail,

in the likeness of full moon, too transcendentaadached.



With a delicate body, he scored my heart by hisyswa
as the branch went on deliberately exposing hiysga
When he appeared, we thought it was a crescent,moon
one that from the sky of the heart never fadesyawa
A slender branch of a Ban tree, from his hip cothesshade of a dune,

a full moon, from his hair comes the darkness efrtight**

In several poems ‘Abd al-Ghareveals the feminine body’s main characteristies tere
appreciated by Damascene men. They include detafedences to the figure, the face, the
smile, the teeth, the eyes, the hair, the stonthelhands, the curvature of the body, as well
as to certain types of seductive looks, body movesigoses, and dispositions. They reveal a
desire for the body to be slightly plump, the figtio be delicate, the eyes’ white to be bright,
the front teeth to be with a slight opening, thensdch to be flat, and the hips to be fleshy and
round?® Purity, softness, and delicacy, however, werectilective feminine qualities most
repeatedly mapped over the landscape. Describimg b these feminine qualities, ‘Abd al-

Ghan wrote:

Has soft fingers and pure cheek, so delicate

it almost gets wounded by quick-passing glarites.

How do | rid myself of your eyes, how?

while drawing on me the swords of coquetry and sgdn?’

Some poems expressed the sensuality of the feryitaridscape association through

explicitly wild and erotic imageries:

A rose | came across in a garden,
red on its fresh tender branch.
It looks like the cheek of the beloved, that is
bleeding from excessive kissing and bitfig.
And:
| embraced him while the night's attire was let dow
the more | kissed the more he smiled.

Until his chest absorbed miire bonding,



And the two hearts warmed up the cold-heaffed.

Not all poems presented femininity as a lens tev\tiee landscape, of course. There are many
poems that describe specific places and elemeasid$cape design, particularly fountains,
using a wide range of non-gendered imagery ancceggms. The flickering of the sun’s
reflections on a running stream of water, for exmis often likened to a shining sword

being drawn from its sheath. Describing a fountaia garden setting, ‘Abd al-Ghanrote:

A fountain with which the minds are dazzled,

and the thoughts are perplexed trying to desctibe i
It looks like a gazing eyeball,

an eye unable to sleep from the ecstasy of love.
Crying without having left her hometown

one day, and without her family giving up theisues.
What a beautiful and well crafted pipe-work,

within which the water rises up and descends down.
A mace of silver, under which,

the water bubbles cast many circigs.

Finally, the landscape sensibility and aesthetitude thatKkhamrat Bibel reveals, as a later
manifestation of a long literary tradition, contsawith those of the picturesque that
developed in Europe around the same fitridbd al-Ghan and his group expressed no
distinction in their appreciation of rural and undandscape. Even as a traveller, ‘Abd al-
Ghan revealed no conscious search for virgin natureditbhe seem to have an ideal
landscape in mind. Engagement with native beaatielsthe sensuality of nature were always
dictated by the state of the momémil) as it revealed its workings through the poetic
imagination of the group. Many gatherings were atpély held in the same place and the
poetic expressions were always differé¢tiamrat Bibel presented what the educated,
cultured taste of the Damascene considered todikediecally pleasing: a dynamic and
imaginative interplay between the self, the placel the beloved, moulded within the
decorum of Arabic poetry and the habitual exeroissomparison and association between

femininity and landscape.

Be gentle with the branches of the Ruba, O breeze,



because it is by passionate longing they are s\gayin
Your wine has gone through them to intoxication,

so that they began bending their straight figures.
We were in an intimate gathering place,

whose air was freshened by delicious fragrances.
The water was flowing up and down,

in a pool, spreading and throwing ordered pearls.
Rods of glass bent by a hand,

made of pipes for the breeze to strike.
Underneath us was a brook of running water

Flowing like a sharp-cutting sword...
What a day it was for us there, so delightful,

in a gathering place like the gardens of paratfise.
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