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Abstract

After discussing the background to the emergence of several noted Christian writers
in Aleppo around 1700, this article presents the life and work of one of them, Niqalawus
as-Sa’ig (1692-1756), a Greek Catholic monk who was mainly responsible for
establishing the Shuwayrite Basilian Order in his Church. While most of his poetry is
religious, a few poems are dedicated to secular and non-Christian personalities, most of
them political notables on whose support the Order depended. The article examines in
detail a panegyric of members of the Druze Abt al-Lam‘ family and a poem in reply to
one of As-Sa’ig’s friends, a STT religious dignitary, showing how As-Sa’ig works
within the conventions of Arabic poetry of his time. It is noteworthy that he refers to
the religious and historical heritage of the addressees of his poems, while at the same
time reminding them that he himself is a Christian monk.

A noteworthy feature of 17" and 18" century Arabic literature is the increasing
production by writers from the Christian communities in Greater Syria of texts composed
in established literary genres and capable of appealing to the literate public as a whole.
This development has been seen as a forerunner of the cultural revival (nahda) of the 19t

5

It is an honour and a pleasure to contribute this short paper to the Festschrift for my friend Professor
Krystyna Skarzynska-Bochenska, distinguished scholar of classical and modern Arabic poetry and literature and
steadfast defender of academic standards. I would like to thank Dr. Carsten Walbiner (Bonn) for indicating to
me essential references and providing me with some copies of Arabic material. I am also grateful to Prof. Geert
Jan van Gelder (Oxford) for information about the development of Arabic poetry.
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century in the Arab world' and traditionally explained by contact between Arab Christians
and Western European missionaries.> Undeniably such contacts played a part, at least for
the Maronites, yet this literature repays study in its own right as a significant expression
of Arab intellectual and cultural life of the period apart from European influence.

To explain the cultural revival among Christians at the end of the 17" and early
18™ centuries as simply due to the efforts of the Catholic missionaries ignores existing
evidence that far earlier some Christians were able to hold their own in contact with
well-educated Muslims. The rulers of Tripoli in the 16" and early 17™ centuries had
Christian secretaries,> and had these men not had a sufficient command of the literary
conventions of the time to communicate appropriately with Muslim counterparts, they
would not have been given such important positions. Moreover, Greek Orthodox, Syrian
Orthodox and later also Maronite hierarchs in the major cities of Syria were in frequent
contact with the Ottoman authorities and needed secretaries who could put forward their
opinions and defend their interests eloquently and effectively.

A certain tradition of Arabic literary culture among at least some Christians can be
inferred from these elements. It needs to be borne in mind, together with other factors,
such as Aleppo’s economic importance and trade with the rest of Syria, Iran, Anatolia
and European Turkey, and also its role as a flourishing centre of the book trade,* as the
background to the further development of literary activity among Christians in the early
18™ century. Nor should the efforts at cultural revival undertaken by three remarkable
(Arab) Greek Orthodox hierarchs during the 17" century be ignored in this context. These
factors all contributed to the emergence of several memorable Arab Christian writers
around the turn of the 18™ century.’

I The title of Maran ¢ Abbad’s Ruwwdd an-nahda al-hadita, Beirut 1952, which discusses several writers of
the 18™ century, clearly expresses this view. See also for instance Salma Khadra Jay y us i, Trends and Movements
in Modern Arabic Poetry, Leiden 1977, pp. 13-14.

2 Some older studies of literature by Arab Christians in this period are discussed in Hilary Kilpatrick,
Brockelmann, Kahhala & Co: Reference works on the Arabic literature of Early Ottoman Syria, “Middle Eastern
Literatures” 7 (2004), pp. 3642, with further bibliographical references.

3 K.A. Panchenko, Tripolisskoe gnezdo. Pravoslavnaya obshchina g. Tripoli v kulturno-politicheskoi zhizni
Antiochiiskogo patriarkhata XVI — pervoi poloviny XVII veka (The ‘nest’ of Tripoli. The Orthodox community
in the cultural and political life of the Patriarchate of Antioch in the 16% and the first half of the 17™ centuries),
“Vestnik Pravoslavnogo Svyato-Tikhonskogo Gumanitarnogo Universiteta” III:1 (15), (2009), pp. 43-45.

4 See Hilary Kilpatrick, Arabic private correspondence from 17" century Syria: the letters to Edward
Pococke, “Bodleian Library Record” XXIII (2010), pp. 2040 and especially pp. 21-23, 27-28 and 3940 for
information on this.

5 These hierarchs are Milatiyas Karma, Archbishop of Aleppo 1612-34 and Patriarch of Antioch 1634-5,
Makariyas Ibn az-Za‘tm, Archbishop of Aleppo 1634-47 and Patriarch of Antioch 1647-72, and Atanasiyus
al-Dabbas, Archbishop of Aleppo 1694—1720 and Patriarch of Antioch.1685-94 and 1720-24. See Georg Graf,
Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur (henceforth GCAL). Vol. III: Die Schriftsteller von der Mitte des
15. bis zum Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts. Melchiten, Maroniten, Vatican City 1949, pp. 91-4, 94-110 and 127-34
respectively; and Joseph Nasrallah, Histoire du mouvement littéraire dans I’église melchite du Ve au XXe siecle
(henceforth HMLEM) Vol. IV(1): Période ottomane. 1516—1724, Louvain 1979, pp. 70-86, 87-127 and 132-146
respectively. More recent overviews of the cultural situation of Christians in Aleppo in the 17* and early 18
centuries are given in Kristen Brustad, Jirmanis Jibril Farhat and Hilary Kilpatrick, Makariyiis ibn al-
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One such writer is Niqalawus as-Sa’ig, regarded as the most gifted Christian
poet in Arabic of the early 18" century. Most of his poetry treats religious themes, and
this comes as no surprise, given his life history.® He was born in Aleppo in 1692 into an
Orthodox family of goldsmiths, that is, élite craftsmen, and he studied with both Christian
and Muslim teachers; those mentioned in accounts of his life are the Orthodox deacon
Miha’1l Baga‘, the Maronite priest Butrus at-TalawT and the Muslim shaykh known
in writings on Christian culture of the period as Sulayman an-Nahwi’ It is likely,
however, that among his acquaintances there was a greater familiarity with Arabic literary
culture than is often assumed, when the facts mentioned above are taken into account.

Niqulawus as-Sa’ig was of a spiritual bent, and like the Maronites Girmants
Farhat and ‘Abd Allah Qara’all a generation earlier, he felt drawn to monastic
life; the death of his brother in 1716 strengthened his sense of vocation. He set out for
Lebanon that same year and joined the small community of the newly founded Dayr Mar
Yuhanna at As-Suwayr. He was ordained priest in 1719, elected assistant to the superior
the next year and in 1723 became superior of the monastery. He also spent some time
in other monasteries which the Suwayrite Basilian Order was establishing. Four years
later he was chosen as Superior General of the Order, continuing in this position until
his death in 1756 except for an interruption of two years. He was an extremely capable
administrator, a pastor and a man of conciliatory disposition, and he left a considerable
oeuvre in prose: sermons, devotional works, letters and rules for his Order. But he
became famous because of his poetry, the popularity of which is attested to by the many
manuscripts and printed edition of his Diwan.®

Niqulawus as-Sa’ig collected his poetry at the end of his life, although the
published Diwdan also contains a few poems which he had not included but which were
added later. The Diwan is arranged in alphabetical order of rhyme, traditionally one of
the systems for ordering Arabic poetry. Introducing many poems is an indication of their
subject or the occasion which gave rise to them, which is also traditional, but unusually
this indication often includes a date and sometimes a place of composition. For instance:
“He [composed this poem], may Almighty God have mercy on him, mentioning the fall
of the morning star and praising the Virgin Mary and her Son, Our Lord Jesus Christ,
when he was in the Monastery of Mar Ilyas an-NabT in the village of Al-Muhaydita in

Za‘tm and Bulus ibn al-Za‘tm in: Joseph E. Lowry and Devin J. Stewart (eds.), Essays in Arabic Literary
Biography 13501850, Wiesbaden 2009, pp. 242-251 and 262-273 respectively.

6 The basic references are : GCAL 111, 201-207; HMLEM 1V(2): Epoque ottomane 1724—1800 (Louvain 1989),
pp- 109-111, 268-270. The first 600 pages of Atanasiyas Hag g’s extensively documented history, Al-Ruhbaniya
al-Basiltya as-Suwayriyya (al-halabiyya — al-baladiyya) ff ta’rih al-kantsa wa-al-bilad. Al-Guz’ al-awwal: 1710-1833,
[Juniyeh] 1973/74 are a mine of information about A s-Sa’ig’s life as a monk, his contribution to the establishment
of his Order and the context in which he worked. His life is outlined pp. 585-591.

7 Mikha’1l Baja‘: HMLEM IV(1), 249-52; Butrus al-Talawi: GCAL III, 394-400. The shaikh was Sulayman
Ibn Salid Ibn ‘Abd al-Qadir (d. 1141/1728) (Usama ¢ A nu t1, Al-Haraka al-adabiyya ft Bilad as-Sam hilal al-garn
at-tamin ‘asar, Beirut 1970, p. 116).

8 Over 40 manuscripts of it are listed in GCAL 111, 204; HMLEM 1V(2) mentions seven printed editions
between 1859 and 1910.
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1730”; or: “He [composed this poem], may Almighty God have mercy on him, portraying
the Church of Constantinople which had split from the Church of Rome and describing
its leaders (ayimmatiha [sic]) in 1725”; or: “He [composed this poem], when one of his
brethren had suggested it to him in 1737”.° These introductions, without a copyist’s added
rahimahu ll@h, must go back to As-Sa’ig himself. The manuscript of the Diwan dated
1764,'0 that is, 8 years after his death, which I was able to consult already has them.

The main genres of Arabic poetry, madih (panegyric), higa’ (satire), rita’ (elegy),
gazal (love poetry), hikma (gnomic verse), zuhdiyyat (ascetic verse) are represented in
the Diwan. But they are mainly used to explore specifically Christian subjects. For
instance, several gasidas praise the Virgin Mary,!! others the apostles and St. Joseph. The
“schismatic” Church of Constantinople and its leaders are the object of satire. The Maronite
archbishop of Aleppo Girmants Farhat and As-Sa’ig’s first cousin, the polemicist,
printer and painter ‘Abd Allah Zahir, have elegies devoted to them. As-Sa’ig’s gazal,
in the mystical tradition, is addressed to God. His gnomic and ascetic poems are less
specifically Christian, for wisdom literature and renunciation of the world have a long
tradition in Arabic literature and Christian and Muslim thinking on these subjects has
much in common; Abu al-‘Ala” al-Ma‘arrT is frequently quoted by a contemporary
and friend of As-Sa’ig, the Armenian Catholic Mikirdich al-KasTh in his adab
anthology, Rayhanat al-arwah wa-sullam al-adab wa-as-saldh [“The soul’s fragrant flower
and the ladder of right conduct and culture”].'> Among other minor genres represented
are tahani’ (congratulations), for instance addressed to Kirillus Tanas on the Pope’s
confirmation of his election as Melkite Patriarch in 1730, and ta‘qid, versification of
a passage from a prose text such as those taken from the Imitation of Christ.

Another form very much of his time which As-Sa’ig practised is the chronogram
or ta’rih. This is a short poem commemorating an important event which ends with the
mention of the date, using the numerical values of the Arabic alphabet; less weighty
than a gasida, it may be seen as a parallel to a modern-day card of congratulations or
condolence. 13

Niqalawus as-Sa’ig worked within the poetic conventions of his time, and this
is nowhere better exemplified than in his badr‘iyya. A badr‘iyya is a poem praising the
Prophet Muhammad and at the same time integrating at least one rhetorical figure in
each line; the genre goes back to the early 8M/14t% century poet Saft ad-Din al-Hill1
A badr‘tya demonstrates its author’s extraordinary command of Arabic and his philological

9 Niqalawus as-Sa’ig, Diwan [ed. Ibrahim al-Y azig1], Al-Matba‘a al-Katalikiyya, Beirut 1890, pp. 176,
163, 90.

10" British Library MS Or. 3627, copied by Antin Ibn Balus in Aleppo.

II' These have been published by Gazif llyas Kahhala, Nigalawus as-Sa’ig wa-as‘aruhu fi madh Maryam
al-‘Adra’, Aleppo 2008. I thank Dr. Carsten Walbiner for making this book available to me.

12 For this work see Hilary Kilpatrick, From Literatur to Adab: the literary renaissance in Aleppo around
1700, “Journal of Eastern Christian Studies” 58 (2006), pp. 210-212.

13 Introduced into Arabic literature from Turkish during the Ottoman period, it is discussed by Thomas Bauer,
Vom Sinn der Zeit. Aus der Geschichte des arabischen Chronogramms, “Arabica” L (2003), pp. 501-531.
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knowledge. It also draws on other domains of Islamic culture, knowledge of the literary
tradition expressed in inter-textuality and familiarity with historical events to which it
makes allusions. As-Sa’ig was the first Christian poet to attempt this extremely
demanding genre, while adapting it to Christian beliefs.!*

Among As-Sa’ig’s poems, however, are some addressed to rulers and notables of
other communities in Lebanon, Sunnis, St‘ts, Druze and Maronites, and it is to these that
I now turn my attention. In order to understand the context in which he composed these
poems, it is necessary to look more closely at the ecclesiastical history of the period.

Niqalawus as-Sa’ig’s life spans the turbulent period in which, as a result of Roman
Catholic missionary activity, the Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch was split, with some
of the faithful recognising Papal supremacy and claims to universal jurisdiction while
others continued loyal to the Orthodox Patriarch and tradition. The death of Patriarch
Atanasiyus al-Dabbas in 1724 brought matters to a head. Bishops, clergy and notables in
Damascus favourable to Rome elected Kirillus Tanas, the nephew of the long-standing
champion of union with Rome, Iftimiyds as-Sayfi, whose election was confirmed by
Rome in 1730. Meanwhile, Atanasiyis had recommended that his successor should be
Silfistrus, a Cypriot by origin who had worked with him in Syria but was then on Mount
Athos. After being elected by a synod in Constantinople also in 1724, Silfistrus went
to Syria, where he enlisted the help of the Ottoman authorities against the Catholics of
Antioch or Melkites, as they became known. Beatings, imprisonments, banishment and
confiscation of their property were their lot if they did not recognise Orthodox beliefs.
As a result many took refuge in Lebanon, but there, too, the Orthodox and the Ottoman
authorities pursued them. Moreover, as was their custom, non-Christian governors and
notables exploited conflicts among the Christians to their own advantage, promising
support to first one side and then the other in return for money.

As the superior of a monastery and later of an Order, Niqalawus as-Sa’ig had
direct dealings with Lebanese notables, on whose goodwill and protection his community
depended.!> Dayr Mar Yuhanna at AS-Suwayr, the first foundation, lay in the territory
of the Druze AbT al-Lam‘ family of mugata‘grs (tax farmers), as did Dayr Mar Sa‘ya
in Broumana and Dayr Mar Ilyas at Al-Muhaydita. Ztaq Mika’1l, in the territory of the
Maronite Masa al-Hazin and his descendants, ' was the site of the women’s monastery.
The overlords of all these mugata‘gis were emirs of the Sunni Sihab family, Haydar,
after his death in 1730 his son Milhim and from 1754 Milhim’s brother Manstr. Dayr
as-Sayyida at Ra’s Ba‘labakk fell under the authority of the St°T Isma‘1ll Harfas, whose
overlord was the governor of Damascus. The establishment and maintenance of Melkite

14 This badriya is discussed in Kilpatrick, From Literatur 7o Adab, pp. 214-218.

15 For this section see Hagg, Al-Ruhbaniya al-Basiliya as-Suwayriyya, passim.

16" The Hazin Sayhs had their economic base in the prosperous district of Kisrawan. With their authority confirmed
by the Maronite clergy, they had legitimacy to represent Maronites in contacts with external actors, and they thus
achieved considerable prestige within the mugata‘a structure (Richard van Leeuwen, Notables and Clergy in

Mount Lebanon. The Khazin Sheikhs and the Maronite Church (1736—1840), Leiden 1994, 240.
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communities in these places was threatened by the opposition of the Orthodox and the
cupidity of some notables, as the following two examples show.

When in 1722 Niqalawus as-Sa’ig went to Ra’s Ba‘labakk to take over Dayr
as-Sayyida, the previous superior complained to Patriarch Atanasiyds al-Dabbas’s
representative in Damascus. As-Sa’ig succeeded in appeasing him, but after the schism
the local Orthodox bishop enlisted Isma‘1l Harfas’s support against the Melkites, and they
were forced to leave Dayr as-Sayyida. Shortly afterwards, however, Isma‘ll Harfas was
in difficulties with the governor of Damascus and retreated to Mount Lebanon. There
his son and daughter-in-law fell ill and were cured by a Melkite monk from Dayr as-
Sayyida, whereupon he promised to protect the Melkite community after his return to
Ba‘labakk. He kept his promise and had the Orthodox bishop removed, and Niqalawus
was restored as superior of the monastery in 1725.

The next year complaints about the behaviour of Butrus, the superior of the monastery
of Dayr Mar Ilyas at Al-Muhaydita were made to the local notable, Nagm al-Lam‘T, but
Butrus avoided any sanctions by offering him a bribe. He suspected that Niqalawus and
his community were the source of the rumours and complained of them to Nagm, who
tried to extort money from both sides, allotting the monastery first to one, then to the
other. Niqalawus appealed to the Hazins, but finally he and his monks had to leave their
monastery of Dayr Mar Yuhanna. Nagm accused them to Haydar Sihab of leaving the
monastery without permission and stealing its contents, but the Hazin shaykh pointed out
that the Suwayrite monks had built up the monastery. Disobeying Haydar’s orders, Nagm
refused to leave the monks in peace, so Niqulawus appealed directly to al-amir al-akbar,
as Haydar was known, in Dayr al-Qamar, after which the monastery was returned to
the community on his authority, and at a price, in 1728. Intrigues and unrest continued,
however, until ‘Assaf al-Lam‘T, who unlike his brother Nagm was well-disposed towards
the community, offered them a safer monastery.

Eleven poems in the Diwan are introduced as being addressed to members of
non-Melkite communities,!” and they are the subject of the following remarks.'8 (It is
noteworthy that in the British Library manuscript of the Diwan which I consulted none of
them appear; the copyist in Aleppo apparently did not find them interesting or see them
as conforming to his image of the poet As-Sa’ig) They fall into two main groups, seven
composed between 1725 and 1732, and four composed between 1743 and 1756.° In the
first group are panegyrics of the emirs of the AbT al-Lam* family (1725), Haydar Sihab
and a judge in the Druze country named ‘Abd al-Latif (both 1727), a reply to a poem
addressed to Niqalawus by a ST'T shaykh (also 1727), a poem commissioned by an emir
in difficulties with Haydar (1730) and two poems addressed to ‘Assaf al-Lam‘T when

17" Strictly speaking, the polemical poems against the Orthodox could also be included. But since they are
addressed to fréres ennemis and concentrate on dogmatic controversies they belong to a theological world remote
from the inter-communal sphere of the poems here under discussion.

18 At least one other poem falls into this category, a madih of which only the date, 1737, is mentioned in the
introduction. As the text makes clear, the addressee is Ahmad as-Sihabr.

19" See the accompanying list for the details of the poems.
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he had quarrelled with his brother Husayn (1732). The second group includes a poem
commissioned to congratulate Milhim Sihab on his reconciliation with the Abt al-Lam'
family (1743), an appeal to an emir’s magnanimity (1749), an elegy of Aba Sirwan Musa
al-Hazin, who as mugata ‘gt of the area around Ziiq Miha’1l had consistently supported
the Suwayrite monks (1751), and a panegyric of a ruler, apparently Mansar Sihab, who
succeeded his brother Milhim in 1754 (1756).20 Besides these long poems are several
chronograms, six commemorating the deaths of the Maronite Patriarch Yasuf al-Hazin
and other less prominent members of the Hazin family, two congratulating Isma‘il Harfas
on the completion of his palace at Ba‘labakk, three commemorating public buildings,
a fountain in Beirut and a khan endowed by Milhim Sihab and a gaysariya endowed by
Manstr, and one on the building of the walls of Acre.

To study the oeuvre of any Arab poet of the early Ottoman period is difficult for several
reasons. The view is still widely held that the period in general is one of decadence and
decline and thus not worth studying.?! And because poets made extensive use of figures
of speech, word play and other rhetorical devices, their poetry is assumed to be artificial
and far removed from the concerns of the “real world”.22 Furthermore, the amount of
research done on poets of the Mamluk and especially the Ottoman period palls into
insignificance beside the books and articles on the first six centuries of Arabic poetry.
It is thus difficult to assess to what extent Niqalawus as-Sa’ig, or any other poet of
the period, is working within the conventions of his time, and where he is introducing
changes.

Against this background, here is a short presentation of two poems, noting some
of their salient points. The first is As-Sa’ig’s earliest panegyric of the Abt al-Lam*
emirs,?? composed after ‘Assaf al-Lam‘T had prevented the Orthodox bishop of Beirut
from expelling the Suwayrite community from one of its monasteries. According to the
introduction in the Diwan, it was composed at the request of the then Superior General
of the Order.?*

al-‘adlu yabni wa-l-amanu yushayyidu wa-l-jiiru yufnt wa-l-hawanu
yubaddidi

(“Justice is a constructs and security builds up; tyranny deals destruction
and humiliation tears down”)

=0 =

20 This last is not found in the original diwan which Nigalawus as-Sa’ig himself collected and the introductory
note does not name the addressee although it gives the date, perhaps as a ferminus ante quem. But “Mansir” is
mentioned prominently in the poem.

21 Recently, however, scholars have begun to criticise the traditional view and address the period seriously.
See Lowry’s and Stewart’s Introduction to Essays in Arabic Literary Biography (as in note 5), 1-8, and
Thomas Bauer’s review of Roger Allen and D.S. Richards (eds.), Arabic Literature in the Post-Classical
Period. The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature, Cambridge 2006, in “Mamlak Studies Review” 11 (2007),
pp. 137-167.

22 This view also to some extent reflects the views of 19™ Arab writers justifying their own innovations.

3 Diwan, pp. 84-88. Metre kamil.

24 The texts of this and the following poem are given in the Appendix.
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Introduction, 1I. 1-13
1l. 1-8: the importance of justice and firm government
1. 9-13: the present is a time of misfortune where envious men and
tyranny hold sway
Transition (rikla), 11. 14-20
1. 14-17: the poet has abandoned his friends to go to a monastery but
enemies still surround him
1. 18-20: during a night journey the poet proclaims the caravan’s
destination, the AbT al-Lam‘ emirs
Panegyric (madih), 11. 21-65
1. 21-32: general praise of the Bant al-Lam‘, their origins, numbers,
qualities, achievements
11. 33-49: evocation of the battle of ‘Ayn Dara, where the Bant al-Lam®
fought on the side of the victorious Haydar Sihab?
1. 33-37: the ravages of the bloodthirsty sword
1. 38-40: the crushing of the Yamanis
11. 41-49: the Bant al-Lam‘’s heroic qualities
1. 50-53: the BanT al-Lam‘’s superlative virtues and inborn ability to
govern
11. 54-58: celebration of re-established harmony among the Bant al-Lam*
1l. 59-65: the BanT al-Lam‘ as leaders of Qays and a refuge for all
Conclusion 1l. 66-70
1. 66-67: the poet presents his poem as a virgin bride to its addressees,
requesting its price
1. 68-70: he wishes six named members of the Bant al-Lam* a long life

This poem conforms to the conventions of the madrh (panegyric) in its post-‘Abbasid
form. Not surprisingly for a monk, As-Sa’ig does not attempt the nasib (evocation
of a lost beloved) at the beginning of the poem, preferring a more impersonal tone. He
begins with maxims (hikam) about good governance, focussing in 1.1 on justice (‘adl)
and security (aman), contrasted with tyranny (gir) and humiliation (hawan). In 1. 2,
sincerity (sidg) is paired with truth (haqq), in 1. 3 decisiveness (al-hazmu fT l-ahkam)
means verdicts which end conflicts (hukmun faysal). Faysal often designates a sword
by metonymy, and 1l. 4 and 5 pick up this idea: power is a sword (sayf) in the hands of
those who exercise it; only sharp swords (suyif) can ward off the hands of those who
desire power in this age (dahr). The next three lines emphasise the importance of sound
judgement and discernment in the ruler, before the poet turns to speak (1. 9) of the chronic
tyranny of his own times (zamanin zaminin ga’ir), this last word recalling the gir of

25 At the battle of ‘Ayn Dara in 1711, Haydar Sihab at the head of the Qaysi faction crushed the Yamanf faction
led by the Druze ‘Alam ad-Din family. The Banf al-Lam‘ belonged to the Qaysi faction (EI 2, art. Kays ‘Aylan:
Kays and Yaman in the Ottoman period (G. Baer and M. Hoexter)).
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1. 1. He was first tormented (ankadar)?® by a terrible passion, but when he disavowed
it, worse was to come: misfortunes, afflictions caused by the envious and threats from
oppressors — and all these frequently (ff kulli yawm, bi-kulli waqt, bi-kulli ayn, bi-kulli
an) (11. 12, 13). Worst of all, he was now far from his friends and relatives, but his base
and envious enemies had not been left behind. The reference to leaving his family allows
the poet to elaborate (1. 15): “We have left this world (al- ‘alamin)?’ to find favour in the
world of the Kingdom (‘alami I-malakir),?® the goal we have set ourselves.”

This is the occasion for As-Sa’ig in L. 16 to allude to the diyar, the abode of the
beloved, one of the standard opening motifs of the madrh, with a neat play on words: “We
have abandoned our abode (diyar), its stronghold (hima, i.e. the citadel of Aleppo) and its
dear people for the sanctuary (hima) of the monastery (diyara), whose protection (hima)
gives greatest succour”. Yet he is not safe there: “The evil men’s (al-asrar) wickedness
(Sarruhum) has flared up, giving off sparks (Sararan) and a fire which I think will never
die” (1. 17; a nice example of paronomasia).

The transition from here to the panegyric by means of the journey (rahil) seems
abrupt; the poet first begs the night-travellers to stop so that he can take a last look at
his loved ones, and then asks who they mean to visit, answering for them himself that
they are on their way to the Bant al-Lam‘. In the panegyric, however, he is on firmer
ground. He starts with the youngest generation, born from parents “both of unsullied
origin; they have natures made perfect by God’s grace even before? they are born™ (l.
22). The adults “both beardless youths and grey-haired men” (amradan wa-asyaban
[sic!]) have always attained heights of glory, both when Time was young and now
when it is old (“beardless or grey-haired”) (asyabu amradu) (1. 25). Their generosity is
indicated with an ingenious word-play: “It is not easy to comprehend “when” (ihatatu
‘inda) when they bestow gifts (‘inda nawalihim)” (1. 26) — a generosity which no rational
being (natiq)*® may deny (1. 28). True to their word, clement, when they grant pardon
it is out of nobleness of heart, for however many people they slaughtered, they would
not pay the blood price. (1l. 29-31).

These and the following line bring the BanT al-Lam‘’s enemies on to the scene;
they thus serve as an introduction to the passage on the battle of ‘Ayn Dara. Here the
bloodthirsty sword is personified running amok, drinking blood, consuming entrails and
livers, passing on (madin) while the taste of blood is still present (hadir) in it (33-35).
As-Sa’ig paints the carnage of the battle scene in vivid, even gruesome detail

26 The dictionaries give the 2" form of n-k-d with this meaning. One of the criticisms levelled at Nigalawus
as-Sa’ig was his resorting to verb forms not attested in the lexicographical tradition.

27 A Qur’anic term which occurs in the Fatiha and 71 other times. There it is taken to mean “all creatures”
(Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, Leiden 2001-2006, s.v. “World” (Binyamin Abrahamov)).

28 Malakat is both a Christian and a Muslim term; it is understood in the Qur’an as “God’s dominion”.

2 “gablan” for “gabla an”: poetic license to fit the metre.

30 As-Sa’igh may also have in mind the specific sense of nataga among the Druze, “to speak of one’s
former incarnation” (see, e.g. the short story “Al-‘A’id” by the Lebanese Druze author Sa‘id Taqi ad-Din).
Since Druze individuals believe themselves to be reincarnations of deceased members of the community, a natig
would designate a Druze.
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reminiscent of some Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid poetry,>’ concluding with “They left
the Yemenis felled and bowed down, their hearts sheathes for the swords of Qays”
(tarakii Bant Yamanin sarda‘a fa-ntanii | wa-qulibuhum li-suyifi Qaysin agmudii) (1. 38).
L. 40: “If they growl as they stab, you imagine they are lions brawling to the sound of
thunderbolts” (In yan’amii waqta t-ti‘ani tahaluhum | usudan tu‘arbidu wa-s-sawa‘iqu
tur‘idii) provides a transition to a series of comparisons of the BanT al-Lam‘ in which
they surpass the object or quality of comparisons, the first of which is: “like edges of
swords — except that they are never blunted; like arrows — but they never miss their mark”
(1. 41). To begin with the Banf al-Lam* are compared to the warrior’s equipment (arrows,
coats of mail), but after striking an almost existential note (“[They are] death, but not
hated; life, but never burdensome”; Wa-I-mawtu illa annahum lam yukrahii / wa-1-‘aysu
illa annahum lam yankadii) (1. 44), As-S4a’1g modifies the tone, introducing objects
from nature (wind, fire, shooting stars) as terms of comparison. The section concludes
more elaborately, exploiting a familiar antithesis: “Sources of warriors when called on
for help, sources of bounty when approached for support” (Wa-masadiru I-fursan imma
stundigii | wa-mawadridu l-ihsani imma stiridii) (1. 49), and rising to a climax in L. 50
with a series of superlatives: “The most generous, most illustrious, the best and most
perfect, most noble and glorious” (al-akramiina l-amgadiina l-afdalii | na l-akmaliina
[-asrafiina I-muggadii).

This introduces praise of the BanT al-Lam* as rulers to whom the rank of emir has
come docilely and submissively as though on a leading rein (Atati l-imaratu nahwahum
munqddatan | fa-ka’an li-t@‘atihim ‘alayha miqwadii) (1. 52), without them needing to
use force. The subsequent lines celebrate re-established harmony in the clan (... gad
ta’allafa Samluka I-mutabaddidi®® (1. 54))3 and voice Schadenfreude towards those
envious of the Bant al-Lam‘ who have been thrown into turmoil (amsaw wa- ‘indahumu
I-muqimu I-muq ‘idi) (1. 58). Finally the BanT al-Lam* are the support of mankind (sanadu
l-anami), but the word sanad gives rise to another, grammatical, image: “as though they
[i.e. mankind] are the verb of speech while you are the noun subject” (ka’annahum /
fi‘lu l-kalami wa-antumu smun musnadii) (1. 60). But after this fulsome praise, As-Sa’ig
seizes the opportunity to remind the BanT al-Lam* discretely of their responsibilities in
a series of rhetorical questions (1. 62-64), beginning: “Can your shadow provide a refuge,
while we are living in fear? Can your abode be a sanctuary when we face expulsion?”
(A-yakinu zillukumu [-‘iyada wa-nahsa | wa-yakinu rahbukumu [-liwada wa-nutradii)
(1. 62) — a reference to the precariousness of the monks’ position in the face of Orthodox
hostility. Indeed, As-Sa’ig and his community find no-one but the Bant al-Lam* worthy

31 A similar epic treatment of battlefield scenes with the accompanying praise of the victorious warlord can be
found in the poetry which As-Sa’igh’s contemporary Ibrahim al-HarisT al-<AmilT (d. 1183/1766) dedicated
to ST'T chieftains defending the Gabal ‘Amil against the ruler of Galilee Zahir al-‘Umar (Muhsin al- Am1n, A‘lam
as-Si‘a. 31 ed., Beirut, n.d., vol. v, pp. 89-106).

32 An echo of yubaddidii in the opening line.

33 What precise occasion As-Sa’ig is referring to here is not clear, but there were frequent conflicts within
the clans of mugata‘gis in Lebanon (Fawwaz Traboulsi, A History of Modern Lebanon, London 2007, p. 4).
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of a visit (id kulluhum min diinikum la yugsadii) (1. 65). Here in fact is an indirect appeal
for the virtues of the just ruler set out in general terms at the beginning of the poem to
be applied in a specific case — an appeal based on an important principle of Ottoman
society.>* Yugsadii, however, also evokes the gasida (poem) and so provides a transition
to the penultimate motif of this text, that of the poem, the first-fruits of the poet’s talent
(bikra [-qarthati) as a lovely maiden. Her bride-price must be paid by those to whom
the poem is addressed; part of it (sidag) is true protection (sidqu d-dimami) while the
rest (mahr) is “your satisfying us — I would rather not speak of gold” (irda’ukum kayla
aqila [-‘asgadii) (1. 67). This bridal motif, while not part of the original repertory of the
gasida, commonly occurs as a conclusion of post-‘Abbasid panegyrics.’® Finally A's-
Sa’ig wishes a long life to the members of the BanT al-Lam* clan for whom the poem
is intended, Husayn, Nagm, Ahmad, ‘Assaf, Faris and Hasan (ll. 69-70).

This poem shows As-Sa’ig standing firmly in the tradition of Arabic panegyric,
the diction,?® elaborate style and conventions of which he masters. Some passages have
an epic force, notably the description of the battle of ‘Ayn Dara and the subsequent
series of comparisons to the BanT al-Lam*’s advantage, which is at the heart of the poem
(1. 41-49). While following the succession of themes he expresses his own preoccupation,
his community’s need for protection. Thus in praising the Druze emirs he reminds them
obliquely that to deserve such laudatory epithets they need to act appropriately.

Except for the reference to leaving the world for a monastery (1. 15-16) nothing in
this poem indicates unequivocally that the author is Christian, let alone a monk. Indeed
the bloody details of the battle, which As-Sa’ig may well have heard about from
participants or eye-witnesses, and the celebration of the Bant al-Lam‘’s warlike prowess
are hardly fitting themes for one who seeks the Kingdom of God and lives a life of
humility. But As-Sa’ig’s concern here was to secure protection for his community, and
he chose the most effective way he knew to speak to the hearts of the Druze emirs.

The second poem is addressed to a S1°T shaykh. The introductory note explains that
this was a reply to a poem the shaykh sent to As-Sa’ig; unfortunately the initial
poem seems not to have survived.?’

34 The expectation of justice — in the Ottoman case distributed by the state — was widespread in society (Karen
Barkey, Empire of Difference. The Ottomans in Comparative Perspective, New York 2008, p. 101). In virtually
autonomous Mount Lebanon ensuring it fell to the local notables.

35 Beatrice Gruendler, The Motif of Marriage in Select Abbasid Panegyrics, in: Angelika Neuwirth,
Birgit Embalo, Sebastian Gunther, Maher Jarrar (eds.), Myths, historical archetypes and symbolic figures
in Arabic literature. Towards a New Hermeneutic Approach, Beirut 1999, pp. 120-122; ‘Umar Misa B asa, Qutb
al-‘asr ‘Umar al-Yaff, 2" ed., Damascus 1416/1996, p. 120.

36 Qccasionally forms are used which do not occur in the dictionaries, or not with the meaning they are intended
to convey in the context, e.g. ankadat (1. 11), istahkamat (1. 26).

37" Diwan, pp. 285-287. Metre wdfir.
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a-la ya dha l-humamu l-alma‘ty@ wa-ya hadha l-imamu
l-lawdha‘tyi
(Oh hero endowed with a keen mind, oh imam, and brilliant
speaker)
1. 1-3: The poet asks the shaykh to be tolerant towards his humble self
1l. 4-9: the only true friend is God, the Almighty, source of all good
1. 10-13: the poet thanks the shaykh for his poem, which he describes
as a lovely girl
1. 14-21: he disclaims any right to praise, being a humble monk
1. 22-28: praise of true intelligence, good manners and virtue in general
11. 29-31: praise of the shaykh’s goodness and excellence

This is not a conventional panegyric. It belongs to a much less codified category of
Mamluk and Ottoman poems, those addressed to officials, judges or people with whom
the poet is on a friendly footing. Such poems may often reflect a personal approach and
attitudes.3® In this case it is impossible to know how far As-Sa’ig is simply replying
to the shaykh’s earlier verses when ordering and developing the themes; in other words,
how far is the personal approach here that of As-Sa’ig and how far that of his
friend the shaykh which he has adopted. At all events, the rhyme and metre correspond
to those of the shaykh’s poem.

The first three lines immediately establish a contrast between the poet and his friend
which runs through the whole poem: the shaykh, who is also an imam, is brilliant and
eloquent, while As-Sa’ig is mere dust (furbu ardin) (l. 2), condemned to a lowly
existence. Who is he to be noticed by the shaykh, a man of note and of generous
disposition? Rather, the shaykh should turn to God, the only true and faithful Friend
(al-hill al-waft) (1. 4). The following lines exhort the shaykh to follow the guidance of
God, who is exalted above all mankind, the source of all goodness, gifts and favours.
They contain a number of expressions and echoes of the Qur’an: the shaykh should
allow himself to be guided by the beacon of God’s guidance (sand hudahu), for he who
does not do so is misguided (gawiyyi) (1. 5). No-one except God is exalted — or bears
His name (both senses of samiyyii) (1. 6). The powerful are merely dust (haba’in), while
the Creator alone is truly generous, a stream [of gifts] (both senses of sariyyi) (1. 7)%%;
indeed His bounty prevails in every ravine (bi-kulli faggin) (1. 9). It is conceivable that
this passage intends to console the shaykh for some disappointment caused by a notable
or ruler.

The poet then turns abruptly to speak of the verses the shaykh exchanges with him,
using an eloquent image. The shaykh deserves poetry like surging waves, whose themes

3 Yasuf Ahmad Isma ‘11, Bind’ al-qastda al-‘arabtya ft al-‘asr al-mamlikt: al-binya al-tarkibiyya, Kuwait
2007, p. 91.

39 Samr, sart and also haff (1. 8) all occur in Sirat Maryam as rthyme words (samiyyan, sariyyan, hafiyyan.
In alluding to this sira, As-Sa’ig hints at one of the features shared between Islam and Christianity, at least
in its Orthodox and Catholic traditions, the veneration of the Virgin Mary.
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are vast as the ocean (luggatihi; another Qur’anic term) and whose shore is its rhyme.
Picking up the motif of the poem as a maiden, already familiar from his panegyric of the
Banf al-Lam‘ and probably used by the shaykh too, As-Sa’ig describes the shaykh’s
own poem as a lovable virgin endowed with the beauty of Zaynab (husnun zaynabiyyii:
areference to Zaynab bint ‘Alf, the Prophet’s granddaughter), a girl (fatarun) adorned
with a sparkling intelligence, who has decorously brought him the shaykh’s greetings
(1. 12-13).

At this point As-Sa’ig abandons convention, asking his friend to blame him
because he is a man (fatan, echoing fatatun in the previous line) lacking any laudable
qualities. In praising him the shaykh resembles someone calling to the desert, with only
the echo to answer him. For monks censure is good and humility a central virtue. And
As-Sa’ig judges himself to be a mirage; his friend should not be taken in with his
person, for those who seek a mirage will remain thirsty (Ana ka-l-ali la yaghrurka alr /
li’anna l-ala qasiduhu zamiyyu) (1. 17). He goes on to describe himself with a series of
images expressing disappointment: the lightning in a waterless cloud (bargin gahamin)
(1. 19), dew (at-tallu) set against a downpour (wablun) (1. 20), the stars paling (tad’alu)
when the full moon shines (da@’a) (1. 21). What he says is to be taken seriously. Hearsay
is very different from the experience of an eye-witness (Ma habarun ka-hubrin ‘an
‘tyanin);* what are illusions when truth is manifest (1. 22)? He goes on: “How many
a Dimna has outwitted a lion, though stupid wits were his cunning” (kam min Dimnatin
adhat*' bi-sarin | wa-kana daha’ahu I-‘aqlu I-gabiyu) (1. 23) — an allusion to the famous
fable of Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Kalila wa-Dimna, in which the jackal tricks the lion
for his own short-sighted ends, while the lion believes what the jackal tells him without
verifying the information himself.*?

The subsequent lines affirm that penetrating intelligence (fahmun dakiyyun) is
a prerequisite for virtuous actions (fi‘lun zakiyyun); they are the noblest qualities anyone
can wish for, together with good manners (al-adabu wa-l-wagh al-hayiyyu) (I1l. 25-6).
A man’s best adornments are the badge of virtue and unsullied honour, in contrast to
the ugly traits of those deceived by this world, dishonourable deeds and evil thoughts
(1. 27-28). This passage of general reflections leads into the conclusion, where these
virtues are attributed to As-Sa’ig’s friend the shaykh. In a splendid flourish, the
final two verses play on the meaning of names: first the shaykh’s name, Muhammad,
literally “praised, praiseworthy”: “Oh, what a Muhammad in name (noun) and in deeds
(verb)” (Fa-ya li-Muhammadin fi smin wa-fi‘lin) and then the central figure of ST‘ism,
‘Alf , literally “exalted”: “you have attained a high position and great prestige, and the

40 This is a rephrasing of the proverb Laysa I-habaru ka-l-‘iyan (cf. e.g. Az-Zamah3ar1, Al-Mustagsa ft
amtal al-‘arab, no. 1074).

41 The form attested in the dictionaries is dahat.

42 ‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Muqaffa*‘ (d. c. 139/756), a secretary and prose writer on political issues, translated
important Middle Persian texts into Arabic, the best known being the collection of fables of Sanscrit origin known
as Kaltla wa-Dimna, after the names of the two jackals in the first section.
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foundation on which your lofty rank is built is ‘Al (raised high)” (‘alawta makanatan
wa-samawta qgadran | wa-ussu bin@’i rif‘atikum ‘Aliyyu) (1. 30-31).

These two poems show Niqalawus as-Sa’ig working within the conventions of
Arabic poetry of the early Ottoman period, so far as it is known at the moment. He
employs the elaborate rhetorical figures of badi‘ style and alludes to the literary heritage
with his references to the fables of Kalila wa-Dimna and to proverbial expressions. The
religious heritage of the shaykh, the Qur’an,** and the secular history of the BanT al-
Lam’, their participation in the battle of ‘Ayn Dara, are also present. A study of further
poems he addressed to notables of communities other than his own, especially the non-
Christians, would no doubt bring out further aspects of his familiarity with the Arabic
cultural and literary heritage.

How far back one would have to go to find a similarly eloquent Christian addressing
non-Christian rulers and prominent personalities I do not know (here again the absence of
extensive research on Mamluk literature in particular makes such a question impossible
to answer). But in Ottoman times As-Sa’ig represents a new type of poet, a Melkite
ecclesiastic (an identity to which he refers discretely in his poems) addressing notables of
other Christian and non-Christian communities according to the conventions of elite Arabic
poetry, mostly on matters of fundamental interest to his Order. As will have become clear
from the discussion of these two poems, however, there is no direct reflection of European
influence in his verses addressed to secular notables, and to seek for glimmerings of the
dawn of the nahda in them is unrewarding. Rather, they are deeply rooted in the realities
of 18™ century Mount Lebanon. In fact thanks to the information available about the
poet’s life and his habit of stating where and when he composed these poems,* they can
be placed in a more precise historical and social context than much other pre-19™ century
Arabic poetry. They illustrate well how elite poetry functioned at the time. Poets could
display their familiarity with the Arabic literary tradition, their mastery of the language
and their skill in the use of rhetorical figures, while at the same time using poetry to
further their own interests or those of their community and to communicate with other
men of letters. As the two poems discussed here show, the gasida, as it had developed
over the centuries, allowed the Melkite monk Niqalawus as-Sa’ig to express praise
but also veiled criticism of Druze notables on whose support he depended and to engage

——

in a friendly exchange with a prominent religious dignitary of the ST‘T community.*

43 Perhaps, too, the use of the term narig should be taken as a reference to the Druze religious heritage of the
Banft al-Lam* (see note 27 above).

4 By contrast the poems in the Diwan on religious subjects (apart from controversies) are often introduced
merely by the traditional wa-gala.

4 Study of his other panegyrics and elegies, addressed to Sunni Muslim, Druze and Maronite notables, would
undoubtedly provide more insight into the functioning of poetry in this period.
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